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Executive Summary 
The overall aim of this thesis was to examine the influence of parents’ intimate 
relationship experiences in the formation of offspring attachment security. Chapter One 
introduces the core constructs of the thesis, with a focus on attachment in infancy and 
romantic attachment in adulthood, and the potential intergenerational influences of parents’ 
intimate relationship experiences on each.  
Chapter Two presents a systematic review of the literature regarding associations of 
parents’ couple relationship characteristics and offspring attachment security at five years and 
under. Two meta-analyses were conducted to ascertain associations with offspring attachment 
security: 1) inter-parental conflict was inversely associated with offspring attachment 
security, and 2) couple quality or dyadic adjustment was not associated. The differential 
findings for constructive and destructive aspects of the couple relationship emphasised the 
need to disaggregate elements within this relationship in future research. This informed the 
two subsequent empirical studies that constitute the remainder of this thesis.  
The Australian Temperament Project (ATP), a prospective longitudinal three-
generational cohort study, provided the data for this thesis, and Chapter Three presents the 
method utilised in their collection across three generations.  
The study in Chapter Four set out to differentiate and examine various qualities of 
affective engagement within ATP Generation 1 parents’ couple relationship, and their 
influence during childhood and adolescence on Generation 2 offspring’s romantic attachment 
at 27-28 years. First, a linear regression framework was used with continuous variables. 
Exposure to low inter-parental conflict and low positive couple quality were independently 
associated with offspring romantic attachment avoidance. No associations were found with 
romantic attachment anxiety/ambivalence. To inform targeted intervention, four risk 
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exposure groups were examined in a logistic framework: Affectively Engaged parent 
relationship (High Quality and Some Conflict), Positively Engaged parent relationship (High 
Quality and Rare Conflict), Negatively Engaged parent relationship (Low Quality and Some 
Conflict), and Affectively Disengaged parent relationship (Low Quality and Rare Conflict). 
Offspring in the Affectively Engaged exposure group had the lowest odds of reporting 
romantic attachment avoidance. Relative to this group, the odds doubled in the Negatively 
Engaged exposure group and quadrupled in the Affectively Disengaged exposure group. 
Findings suggested affectively disengaged and low quality-conflicted relationships each carry 
independent long-term risk for offspring insecurity in intimate relationships, and implications 
for intervention are considered. 
 Chapter Five reports on an empirical study examining pathways from romantic 
attachment in young adulthood to offspring attachment insecurity in infancy, via the potential 
mediating role of the couple relationship during pregnancy. This study draws data from 
Generations 2 and 3 of the ATP. Generation 3 offspring attachment insecurity assessed using 
the Strange Situation Procedure at 12 months was predicted by mothers’ romantic attachment 
avoidance in young adulthood. A weak inverse association was found between mothers’ 
report of couple quality during pregnancy and offspring attachment insecurity. There were no 
mediating pathways via the couple relationship during pregnancy.  
Limitations of these studies are carefully considered throughout the thesis. Equally, 
the strength of the cohort design and measurement therein is discussed, lending as weight to 
the collective findings of this PhD program of research. As discussed in Chapter Six, this 
thesis has extended evidence in an under-researched domain, namely intergenerational 
transmission pathways from parents’ intimate relationship experiences to offspring 
attachment in infancy and young adulthood. Grounded in a large intergenerational cohort 
study, the findings suggest differential effects of positive (e.g., couple quality) and negative 
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(e.g., inter-parental conflict) aspects of the couple relationship on the formation of offspring 
attachment in infancy and young adulthood.  
The influence of inter-parental conflict on offspring attachment security is more 
complex than initially thought, with findings also pointing to the potential protective benefits 
of couple quality alongside normative conflict for security in offspring attachment 
development. The avoidant pathways were heavily implicated in offspring attachment 
outcomes through the two empirical studies, with an absence of mediation via the couple 
relationship. It is evident from this PhD program of research that attachment security stems 
from being exposed to a wide affective range in the family system, and the rupture and 
effective repair of relational bonds. Through this body of research, the integral role that the 
inter-parental relationship plays in the future prevention of attachment insecurity in offspring 
has been affirmed.  
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CHAPTER ONE  
Introduction 
Despite Bowlby’s (1969) original notion that dyadic attachment relationships develop 
within the critical context of the family system, most contemporary research in attachment 
has focused solely on the child-parent dyad. This thesis places special focus on the role of the 
parents’ couple relationship in the development of offspring attachment working models, in 
infancy and young adulthood. While the caregiving climate that parents nurture in the home 
is amongst the first influences to mould and scaffold infants’ relational templates for 
interactions with others in the coming years, little is understood about the influence that the 
inter-parental relationship holds for their children’s attachment outcomes. Better 
understanding of this may guide public policy and assist the targeting of parent education 
programs, supporting current and potential parents to understand risk and protective 
connections between intimate partner relationship qualities and attachment outcomes in the 
next generation.  
In the service of these questions, this thesis employed unique prospective three-
generational data from The Australian Temperament Project (ATP). This general population 
cohort dataset consisting of participants from the state of Victoria, Australia, permitted 
examination of couple relationship and attachment constructs across two generations, from 
Generation 1 parents’ couple relationship to Generation 2 offspring romantic attachment in 
young adulthood, and then Generation 2 romantic attachment in the pre-conception window 
of young adulthood to Generation 3 attachment in infancy. Although there is a range of 
broader theoretical questions valuable to explore, the thesis was confined to the data available 
in the ATP. That said, this cohort data set is one-of-a-kind, and indeed forms a key strength 
of the two empirical studies conducted in this PhD program of research. This thesis 
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comprises a series of publications: a systematic review and meta-analysis, and two empirical 
studies. These are outlined at the end of this chapter.  
1.1. Attachment in Infancy 
Developmental benefits of the establishment of secure attachment working models 
and disadvantages of insecure attachments are well established across the life course (Cassidy 
& Shaver, 2008). Since its birth from the theoretical and clinical musings of John Bowlby 
(1969) five decades ago, attachment theory has risen to be one of the most influential and 
prominent theories in the field of social and emotional development. The bio-behaviourally 
based attachment system is thought to have evolved with the evolutionary purpose of 
retaining physical and emotional proximity of a young child to a caregiver, to attain 
protection from distress, perceived threat and danger (Bowlby, 1969). Another key function 
of a child’s attachment is to facilitate exploration and the development of competence by 
using the caregiver as a secure base from which to launch into exploratory frames of mind 
and behaviours (Bowlby, 1969).  
The attachment relationship between child and caregiver is one representative 
outcome of the dyad’s interactional history to date, and deeply intertwined with early neuro-
biological development. In the first years of life, neurological maturity is insufficient for the 
infant to independently regulate states of stress or excitation (Schore & Schore, 2008). In 
these early years, affect must be co-regulated by a caregiver. When young children 
experience a strong emotional state (e.g., joy, excitement, fear, distress), they signal to their 
caregivers for a response, through the use of attachment behaviours (e.g., visually through 
eye gaze, physically by reaching or crawling, verbally via directed cries or speech). 
Caregivers who notice and interpret their child’s signals accurately, and in turn respond to 
them promptly and appropriately facilitate the development of secure attachments in their 
offspring (Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1971). As children develop, their early attachment 
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experiences form internal working models which serve as templates for other relationships in 
later life.  
1.1.1. Assessment and classification.  
Infant attachment is classified into four main patterns: Secure, Anxious-Avoidant, 
Anxious-Ambivalent (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) and Disorganised (Main & 
Solomon, 1990). More broadly, two common distinctions are made between Secure or 
Insecure attachments (i.e., Anxious-Avoidant, Anxious-Ambivalent, Disorganised), and 
Organised (i.e., Secure, Anxious-Avoidant, Anxious-Ambivalent) or Disorganised.  
The Strange Situation Procedure (SSP) remains the gold standard method of 
classifying attachment in infancy (Ainsworth et al., 1978). The SSP is an observational 
laboratory procedure for parent-child dyads, comprising of a series of separations and 
reunions designed to incrementally activate and stress the child’s attachment system. 
Attachment classification is based on observations of the child’s behaviours toward their 
caregiver during the two reunion episodes of the SSP. Trained and reliable coders score 
attachment behaviours on four scales developed by Ainsworth et al. (1978): Proximity 
Seeking, Contact Maintenance, Contact Resistance, and Avoidance.  
Following brief separations and when under stress, infants with secure attachments 
are more likely to utilise primary attachment behaviours (i.e., proximity seeking and contact 
maintenance) to restore their homeostatic emotional balance and return to exploration. Such 
behaviours reflect a learned reliance on the caregiver for comfort and protection, as well as 
support for play and exploration (George & Solomon, 2008). Infants classified with an 
avoidant attachment are more likely to use distancing strategies with their caregiver, such as 
gaze and proximity avoidance, and minimal initiation of contact. These strategies are usually 
developed through an interactional history of subtle but consistent dismissal or minimising of 
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negative emotional states by the caregiver (George & Solomon, 2008). Avoidant strategies in 
infancy suggest a learned pattern of suppression of distress in order to elicit the attention they 
need from their caregiver. Infants classified as ambivalent in attachment status tend to 
demonstrate a desire for contact with their caregiver but find the contact ineffective in 
helping to reduce their distress. This manifests as a mix of contact maintenance and 
resistance. This often results from inconsistent and unpredictable caregiving, where infants 
learn to amplify their attachment strategies in order to elicit care (George & Solomon, 2008). 
Although in extreme forms, reliance on either secondary strategy (i.e., contact resistance or 
avoidance) may become maladaptive, these three forms of attachment patterns are each 
considered important adaptations to the caregiving context, discernible through essentially 
organised sets of behaviours employed with the express purpose of resolving a stress state.  
In contrast to the organised categories, the Disorganised attachment grouping 
represents a cluster of essentially incoherent strategies utilised in times of need, resulting in 
brief but marked confusion in attachment-related behaviours and psychological processes, 
such as approach-avoidance conflict, disorientation, and apprehension of the caregiver 
(Duschinsky & Solomon, 2017; Main & Solomon, 1990). This confusion suggests a 
disruption or collapse of the attachment system (Duschinsky & Solomon, 2017), placing this 
group of infants at highest risk for later maladaptive outcomes. The coding of attachment 
disorganisation was initially developed by Main and Solomon (1990) from cases that could 
not be classified into the three organised categories. Infants in these cases displayed 
behaviour patterns during the SSP that were described as “inexplicable, odd, or conflicted” 
and “with an absence of a readily observable goal, purpose, or explanation” (Main & 
Solomon, 1990, p. 132). These behavioural indicators are described across seven indices, 
with attachment disorganisation scored on a nine-point scale. A score of five or more is 
sufficient for assignment of the dyad into a Disorganised classification.  
12 
 
1.1.2. The place of infant attachment in subsequent development.  
Infants who develop secure attachments with their caregiver come to trust in their 
availability and responsiveness, a highly effectively form of dependence in the early years 
(Sroufe, Fox, & Pancake, 1983). Consequently, such initial support scaffolds healthy 
independence as the child develops confidence in their ability to influence the world around 
them (Sroufe, 2005). Compared to their insecurely attached counterparts, these children are 
more likely to become adept at gaining support from their relationships, are more likely to 
succeed in achieving their goals, show more enthusiasm and persistence, and tend to 
demonstrate greater social competence than children with insecure histories (Cassidy, Jones, 
& Shaver, 2013; Raikes & Thompson, 2008; Simpson, Collins, Farrell, & Raby, 2015; 
Sroufe, 2005). A meta-analysis by Groh, Fearon, van IJzendoorn, Bakersmans-Krannenburg, 
& Roisman (2017) reported modest but enduring significance of early attachment security for 
later socio-emotional adjustment in childhood: associated with higher social competence, and 
fewer externalising and internalising problems (d = 0.39, 0.31, and 0.15 respectively). Young 
adults whose attachment status was secure in infancy are also more likely to report higher 
quality romantic relationships and increased cohesion in their narrative about their intimate 
relationships (Roisman, Collins, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2005; Simpson, Collins, & Salvatore, 
2011).  
In contrast, insecure attachment in the early years is frequently found to be associated 
with negative developmental outcomes in social and emotional well-being. A meta-analysis 
of 60 studies of 5,236 families reported a moderate association between insecure attachment 
and internalising behaviour (d = 0.37) (Madigan, Atkinson, Laurin, & Benoit, 2013). A 
moderate association between insecure attachment and externalising problems (d = 0.31) was 
also found in a meta-analysis of 69 studies of 5,947 families by Fearon, Bakermans-
Kranenburg, van IJzendoorn, Lapsley, & Roisman (2010). A further meta-analytic study by 
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Madigan, Brumariu, Villani, Atkinson, & Lyons-Ruth (2016) found modest associations 
between attachment insecurity (in children aged 3-18 years) and internalising and 
externalising behaviours (d = 0.58 and d = 0.49 respectively). Moderator analyses showed 
that effect sizes for internalising behaviours decreased as the child aged, confirming the 
vulnerability of the early childhood period.  
1.1.3. Antecedent pathways.  
In this light, understanding pathways for attachment security may leverage prevention 
of transgenerational insecurity - a worthy public health goal. Research into the antecedents of 
infant attachment has predominantly focused on transmission through parental caregiving 
sensitivity and adult attachment representations regarding childhood experiences of care 
(Sette, Coppola, & Cassibba, 2015; van IJzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 2016). A meta-
analysis by Verhage et al. (2016) reported moderate associations for intergenerational 
transmission from parents’ attachment representations regarding their own caregivers to their 
children’s attachments to them: when parents are secure in their parental attachment 
representations, their children are more likely to be securely attached to them (r = .31). The 
influence of caregiving sensitivity on infant-parent attachment has also been well established. 
Infants whose caregivers are more sensitive have a higher likelihood of developing a secure 
attachment relationship (e.g., Ainsworth et al., 1971; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997; 
Lucassen et al., 2011; Pederson, Bailey, Tarabulsy, Bento, & Moran, 2014; Slade, 2005). 
However, the child-parent attachment relationship develops within the wider family context. 
Simply focusing on the dyadic child-parent relationship may result in the omittance of 
important processes that influence this development.  
1.1.4. The influence of parents’ couple relationship on attachment. 
The formative work of early family therapists demonstrated the impacts of couple 
interactions across the family system (Minuchin, 1974; Satir, 1972), with well replicated 
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evidence of the co-parenting relationship and family alliance influencing children’s 
development (Cowan & McHale, 1996; Favez et al., 2006, 2012; McHale, Lauretti, Talbot, & 
Pouquette, 2002). In developing attachment theory, Bowlby aspired for future research to 
account for the additive role of couple and family relationships in the formation of attachment 
security (Byng-Hall, 1991). Despite this, there has been little overlap between the fields of 
family sociology and infant attachment (Byng-Hall, 1995; Cowan & Cowan, 2009; Davies & 
Cummings, 1994; Marvin & Stewart, 1990). Amongst the first to promote integration of these 
two fields was Belsky (1981), who proposed a transactional framework between parenting, 
the couple relationship, and the infant.  
In this light, transmission of risk can be traced to patterns of caregiver insensitivity to 
their infants’ affective states, heightened by threats to the caregiver’s emotional security 
stemming from adverse couple interactions. Examples include inter-parental conflict, and in 
more extreme cases, intimate partner violence. Parents preoccupied with chronic inter-
parental conflict are more likely to demonstrate reduced reflective functioning in their 
caregiving (Slade, 2005). Broader dysfunction in the couple relationship during pregnancy is 
found to impede the formation of internal representation of the self as a parent, affecting 
subsequent caregiving behaviours and development of child attachment (Levendosky, 
Lannert, & Yalch, 2012). Specifically, mothers’ experience of intimate partner violence 
during the pregnancy period is a strong risk factor for offspring attachment insecurity 
(Levendosky, Bogat, Bernard, & Garcia, 2017; Levendosky, Bogat, Huth-Bocks, Rosenblum, 
& von Eye, 2011; McIntosh et al., 2018). 
Other transmission mechanisms from the couple relationship to infant socio-
emotional outcomes include spill over of negative affect engendered by marital stress, which 
has been linked to harsher parenting responses (Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995; Floyd, 
Gilliom, & Costigan, 1998). Impact through interaction between the couple relationship and 
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socio-economic stress on parenting harshness and insensitivity has also been proposed and 
examined in the Family Stress Model (Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010; Conger et al., 2002; 
Conger & Elder, 1994). 
Taken together, the theoretical suggestion is that parents’ experiences within the 
couple relationship may influence their infant’s development of attachment relationships via 
impacts on the caregiving system. The suggestion undergirds the purpose of this thesis, first 
via a review of current literature on associations between parents’ couple relationship and the 
formation of attachment security in the early years, and second via empirical examination of 
these associations within a prospective intergenerational dataset.  
1.2. Romantic Attachment in Adulthood 
Bowlby’s formative view was that attachment behaviours characterise human 
interaction “from the cradle to the grave” (1969, p.129). Across the life course, attachments 
of the young child to their caregiver, and then of the adult to their intimate partner, serve the 
function of protection from fear and threat through proximity, both physical and emotional. 
Patterns in attachment strategies are first evident in early infancy and consolidate across time 
through the formation of internal working models, a coherent and enduring set of beliefs 
about attachment-based needs and expectations (Bowlby, 1969; Luke, Maio, & Carnelley, 
2004; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985). During adolescence, peer bonds and first intimate 
partnerships constitute a key expansion of early familial attachment structures (Allen, 2008). 
The processes through which intimate partners begin to encompass, satisfy, and expand the 
functions of attachments to caregivers are increasingly understood (Doherty & Feeney, 2004; 
Gillath, Karantzas, & Lee, 2018; Tancredy & Fraley, 2006).  
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1.2.1. Measurement.  
Romantic attachment styles were initially assessed using typological approaches (for 
reviews, see Fraley & Roisman, 2018; Gillath, Karantzas, & Fraley, 2016; Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2007). These measurement approaches categorised individuals into one of three 
attachment classifications (Secure, Anxious/Ambivalent, and Avoidant, e.g., Hazan & 
Shaver, 1987) and then four attachment classifications (Secure, Dismissing, Preoccupied and 
Fearful, e.g., Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). The four-category classification system (also 
known as the prototype classification approach) rose to prominence as a comprehensive 
classification of romantic attachment styles, closely aligned with the four attachment 
classifications identified on the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; Main & Goldwyn, 1991; 
Main, Goldwyn, & Hesse, 2003). Within Bartholomew and Horowitz’s (1991) prototypic 
approach, attachment security reflects comfort in the use of attachment figures (i.e., intimate 
partners) for safety, confidence in the responsiveness and availability of attachment figures, 
and low avoidance of them in times of stress (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). A dismissing 
attachment style is characterised by avoidance of close relationships and valuing self-
sufficiency, while a preoccupied attachment style reflects a desire for intense intimate 
relationships, a need for approval and hypervigilance over a partner’s whereabouts. A fearful 
style is characterised by a desire for emotionally close relationships coupled with difficulties 
in trusting or depending on others, in fear of experiencing emotional hurt or rejection.  
As theory and research regarding the conceptualisation and measurement of adult 
attachment styles developed, it became widely accepted that typological approaches to 
assessment of attachment styles in adulthood were limited in research utility. For example, 
typological approaches do not allow for within-category variability (Gillath et al., 2016; 
Karantzas, Feeney, & Wilkinson, 2010). Taxometric analyses demonstrated that within-
category variability is indeed important, and that, dimensions yield better approximations of 
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the data (see Fraley & Waller, 1998). In this light, dimensional approaches became a more 
favoured measurement approach in contemporary research in adulthood romantic 
attachments.  
The taxometric work by Fraley and Waller suggested that attachment styles in 
adulthood could be best conceptualised and assessed by way of two broad dimensions termed 
attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety/ambivalence (see also Brennan, Clark, & 
Shaver, 1998; Simpson, 1990; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996). Romantic attachment 
security has been characterised by comfort with emotional closeness and confidence in the 
responsiveness and availability of their partners, indicated by low attachment avoidance and 
anxiety. Romantic attachment avoidance has been characterised by a discomfort with 
closeness, difficulty depending on others, and excessive self-reliance, and romantic 
attachment anxiety by a preoccupation with relationship partners, concerns over 
abandonment, and a need for approval (Brennan et al., 1998; Fraley & Roisman, 2018; 
Karantzas et al., 2010). The interactional space between these two constructs can be referred 
to as fearful attachment, where individuals high on attachment anxiety and avoidance have 
been characterised by a desire for emotionally close relationships coupled with difficulties in 
trusting or depending on others, anticipating emotional hurt or rejection (Bartholomew, 1990; 
Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Although this thesis was confined to data available within 
the ATP, attempts were made to employ this dimensional approach where possible.  
1.2.2. Intergenerational links between parents’ romantic attachment and 
offspring attachment.  
Research examining intergenerational transmission of attachment has predominantly 
focused on parents’ adult attachment representations regarding their childhood experiences of 
care, as measured through the AAI (van IJzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 2016). Findings 
suggest parents’ resolution of their own attachment histories influences their capacity to 
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recognise attachment-related affective states in their infant and shapes the sensitivity of their 
caregiving response, which in turn impacts the formation of their infants’ attachment (Jones, 
Cassidy, & Shaver, 2015; Verhage et al., 2016).  
Unlike this accruing body of research, links between parents’ self-reported romantic 
attachment styles and infant attachment status are not well explored, and existing evidence is 
mixed (Coyl, Newland, & Freeman, 2010; Emery, Paquette, & Bigras, 2008; Howard, 2010; 
Mayseless, Sharabany, & Sagi, 1997; Roelofs, Meesters, & Muris, 2008; Volling, Notaro, & 
Larsen, 1998). These mixed findings may be attributable to variance unexplained by factors 
within the family system, such as characteristics of the couple relationship.  
Of interest to this thesis was the potential mediating role of the couple relationship 
quality and conflict in the pathway between young adult romantic attachment style and infant 
attachment status. There is strong evidence that romantic attachment styles shape interactive 
behaviours and experiences within couple relationships. Secure romantic attachment styles 
are associated with relationship satisfaction, conflict resolution, trust and commitment 
(Erwin, Salter, & Purves, 2001; Holland, Fraley, & Roisman, 2012; Shi, 2003; Simpson, 
1990), while insecure romantic attachment styles are related to relationship dissatisfaction, 
use of destructive conflict-centred patterns, and relationship aggression (Feeney, 2016; Miga, 
Hare, Allen, & Manning, 2010; Wilson, Gardner, Brosi, Topham, & Busby, 2013). Taken 
together with the current literature on associations between characteristics of the couple 
relationship and infant attachment described previously, the literature suggests the couple 
relationship may mediate the association between parents’ romantic attachment styles to 
infants’ offspring attachment.  
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1.2.3. The influence of parents’ couple relationship on young adult offspring 
romantic attachment 
Turning now to antecedents of romantic attachment styles, this thesis further aimed to 
examine the explanatory role of parents’ couple relationship experiences on individual 
differences in young adult offspring’s romantic attachment. Intergenerational pathways from 
the parental relationship to offspring relational outcomes have been established by 
prospective longitudinal studies. High inter-parental conflict in childhood is associated with 
high conflict in offspring marital relationships (Amato & Booth, 2001; Cui, Fincham, & 
Pasley, 2008). Inter-parental conflict at 14 years and parents’ separation or divorce has been 
reported to predict instability in adolescents’ self-reported attachment styles over a five-year 
period (Jones et al., 2017). Parents’ couple quality at 14 years has also been positively 
associated with offspring romantic relationship functioning 17 years later (Ehrensaft, Knous-
Westfall, & Cohen, 2011). These findings suggest that the characteristics of the inter-parental 
relationship during childhood and adolescence can play an important role in later relational 
outcomes for offspring.  
The impact of parents’ relationship in the childhood years on offspring attachment 
security in young adulthood was first reported by Hazan and Shaver (1987). Specifically, 
offspring with secure romantic attachments recalled better inter-parental relationships in 
childhood than offspring with insecure romantic attachments. Similarly, Futterman (2006) 
reported securely attached offspring had more positive perceptions of their parents’ marital 
relationship than respondents with fearful or preoccupied romantic attachments. This thesis 
aimed to expand on these findings utilising prospective longitudinal data from the ATP.  
1.3. Thesis Outline 
The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows. 
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Chapter Two presents a systematic review and meta-analysis of the literature 
regarding the associations of the parents’ couple relationship and offspring attachment 
security at five years and under. This study was published in the Attachment and Human 
Development journal (Tan, McIntosh, Kothe, Opie, & Olsson, 2018). The differential 
findings of this review with respect to constructive and destructive aspects of the couple 
relationship with early offspring attachment security emphasised the need to disaggregate 
elements within the couple relationship. This was a primary consideration in shaping the two 
empirical studies.   
Chapter Three describes the general method utilised in the ATP and its Generation 3 
study (ATP-G3), from which all data were drawn for this thesis.  
Chapter Four presents an empirical study which examined the influence of affective 
engagement qualities (i.e., inter-parental conflict and couple quality) within parents’ couple 
relationship during childhood and adolescence for offspring romantic attachment status in 
young adulthood. This study addressed gaps in prior research that have been limited by cross-
sectional design and retrospective report of the inter-parental relationship. 
Chapter Five reports on an empirical study which examined direct and indirect 
pathways from romantic attachment in young adulthood (23-24 and 27-28 years) to offspring 
attachment insecurity at 12 months. The potential mediating role of the couple relationship 
during pregnancy (i.e., inter-parental conflict and couple quality) was considered. This study 
attempted to bridge the gap between the social and developmental approaches to the study of 
attachment, through exploration of the transmission of attachment between generations.  
Findings and implications of the aforementioned studies are summarised and 
discussed in Chapter Six.  
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 CHAPTER TWO  
Couple relationship quality and offspring attachment security:  
A systematic review with meta-analysis 
2.1. Chapter Overview 
This chapter presents the first study of this thesis, a systematic review of the literature 
that examines parents’ couple relationship and offspring attachment security in the infancy to 
pre-school years. A synthesis of the available research on this association facilitates better 
understanding of the antecedents of early attachment security. Given the heterogeneity of 
couple relationship constructs and measurement, disaggregation of two subsets of studies was 
possible for further meta-analysis: dyadic adjustment and inter-parental conflict.  
The study presented in this chapter is published in the Attachment & Human 
Development journal under the title “Couple relationship quality and offspring attachment 
security: a systematic review with meta-analysis” (Tan, McIntosh, Kothe, Opie, & Olsson, 
2017). This paper was prepared in accordance with the guidelines for formatting and 
referencing outlined by the journal. Appendix A provides information regarding each 
author’s contribution to the paper, and Appendix B outlines the Attachment & Human 
Development journal permissions for use of the manuscript in other works such as theses.  
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2.2. Abstract 
This paper provides a meta-analytic examination of strength and direction of 
association between parents’ couple relationship quality and early childhood attachment 
security (5 years and under). A comprehensive search of four EBSCOhost databases, 
Informit, Web of Science, and grey literature yielded 24 studies meeting eligibility criteria. 
Heterogeneity of the couple quality construct and measurement was marked. To disaggregate 
potentially differentially acting factors, we grouped homogeneous studies, creating two 
predictor variables defined as “positive dyadic adjustment” and “inter-parental conflict”. 
Associations of each construct with offspring attachment security were examined in two 
separate meta-analyses. Inter-parental conflict was inversely associated (8 studies, k = 17, r = 
−0.28, CI = [−0.39 to −0.18]), and dyadic adjustment was not associated with offspring 
attachment security (5 studies, k = 12, r = 0.14, CI = [−0.03 to 0.32]). The study supports 
finer distinctions of couple relationship constructs and measurement in developmental 
research, assessment, and intervention. 
Keywords: Attachment; dyadic adjustment; inter-parental conflict; meta-analysis; systematic 
review 
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2.3 Introduction 
The purpose of this meta-analysis was to examine the extent to which parents’ couple 
relationship quality is associated with attachment security in offspring 5 years and under. The 
effects of parenting behaviors on child outcomes, particularly on attachment security, are well 
established (Ainsworth, Bell, & Stayton, 1971; De Wolff & Van IJzendoorn, 1997; Lucassen 
et al., 2011; Pederson, Bailey, Tarabulsy, Bento, & Moran, 2014). However, to date, there has 
been no systematic review of the literature on the role of couple relationship quality in 
offspring attachment security. This is surprising given couple relationship quality has 
significant potential to impact on parental availability to support and organize children’s 
exploration and emotional experiences. 
Attachment theory (Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969; Bowlby, 1969) remains a prominent 
and pivotal explanatory theory in the field of social and emotional development. The 
formation and maintenance of a secure attachment to their primary caregivers serve the 
evolutionary and biological purposes of retaining physical and psychological proximity to a 
caregiver in times of distress or danger, to achieve both felt security and a return to 
competent exploration. The relative homeostatic balance of both states across early childhood 
in turn is a key promoter of early cognitive and social development and emotional growth 
(Cassidy, Jones, & Shaver, 2013; Simpson, Collins, Farrell, & Raby, 2015; Sroufe, 2005), 
and informing the quality of future affectional bonds (Roisman, Collins, Sroufe, & Egeland, 
2005; Simpson, Collins, & Salvatore, 2011; Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson, & Collins, 2005). A 
series of recent meta-analyses found that early attachment security has modest but enduring 
significance for later socioemotional adjustment and is more strongly associated with social 
competence and externalizing problems than internalizing problems (Groh, Fearon, van 
IJzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Roisman, 2017). 
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Although Bowlby aspired for future research to account for the additive role of couple 
and family relationships in the formation of attachment security (Byng-Hall, 1991), this 
literature remains under-developed (Byng-Hall, 1995; Cowan & Cowan, 2009; Davies & 
Cummings, 1994; Marvin & Stewart, 1990). Belsky (1981), among the first to promote 
integration of family sociology and developmental psychology in the study of early 
attachment experiences, proposed a transactional framework between parenting, the couple 
relationship, and the infant. In this light, transmission of risk can be traced to patterns of 
inconsistent, unpredictable, or dys-synchronous responses by parents to their infants’ 
affective states (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978; Bowlby, 1973; George & 
Solomon, 2008; Lyons-Ruth, Alpern, & Repacholi, 1993; Renken, Egeland, Marvinney, 
Mangelsdorf, & Sroufe, 1989). In other words, parents who are more sensitive in their 
parenting and caregiving are more likely to have offspring with secure attachments 
(Ainsworth et al., 1971; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997; Lucassen et al., 2011; Pederson et 
al., 2014; Slade, 2005). Compromises to these caregiving systems are hypothesized to include 
threats to the couple relationship, such as inter-parental conflict and in more extreme cases, 
intimate partner violence. For example, parents preoccupied with chronic inter-parental 
conflict are more likely to manifest reduced reflective functioning (Slade, 2005), impacting 
caregiving sensitivity. In a recent meta-analysis, Verhage et al. (2016) found caregiving 
sensitivity could not fully account for the transmission of attachment from parents’ own 
family-of-origin to their offspring’s attachment. Findings endorsed a shift in focus onto other 
factors, including parents’ marital relationship, in explaining this transmission gap. 
Both theory and evidence around the role of couple relationship quality in infant 
psychosocial development are under-developed, despite the formative work of early family 
therapists (Minuchin, 1974; Satir, 1972) in the study of couple transactions and their impacts 
across the family system. Since then, the influence of the co-parenting relationship and 
37 
 
family alliance on young children’s development has been a central focus (Cowan & McHale, 
1996; Favez et al., 2006, 2012; McHale, Lauretti, Talbot, & Pouquette, 2002). Theories of 
emotional security (Cummings & Davies, 2010; Davies & Cummings, 1994) have also 
developed, proposing that threats to parents’ emotional security may arise from the couple 
relationship and in turn disrupt the parent-child relationship. The Family Stress Model 
(Conger, Conger, & Martin, 2010; Conger & Elder, 1994; Conger et al., 2002) underscores 
the interaction of the couple relationship with socio-economic stress and harsh, inconsistent 
parenting practices in influencing later offspring competencies and problems. Most populous 
are studies of inter-parental conflict and family violence, supporting cascading threats from 
the couple relationship to the parent–child relationship and to children’s emotional insecurity 
(e.g. Davies et al., 2002), internalizing and externalizing behaviors (e.g. Ablow, Measelle, 
Cowan, & Cowan, 2009; Cummings, Schermerhorn, Davies, Goeke-Morey, & Cummings, 
2006; Grych, Fincham, Jouriles, & McDonald, 2000) and a range of subsequent 
developmental outcomes (see Cox, Paley, & Harter, 2001 and Emery, 1999, for reviews). A 
recent meta-analysis by Vu, Jouriles, McDonald, and Rosenfield (2016) established 
longitudinal prospective associations between children’s exposure to intimate partner 
violence and the presence of childhood adjustment problems. Their findings also emphasized 
the vulnerability of the early years, where exposure to intimate partner violence at younger 
ages resulted in a larger association with child externalizing problems. 
Spillover of negative affect engendered by marital stress has been linked to harsher 
parenting responses, and in turn to de-stabilized attachment security (Engfer, 1988; Erel & 
Burman, 1995; Floyd, Gilliom, & Costigan, 1998), and increased risk for externalizing 
symptoms, bullying, and cruelty to others in adolescence (Gerard, Krishnakumar, & Buehler, 
2006). Early meta-analytic findings (Erel & Burman, 1995) found pervasive and destructive 
effects of marital discord in the family system on child development, insufficiently buffered 
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by a positive parent–child relationship. Pre-occupation with the couple relationship has 
likewise been associated with parents’ diminished “cognitive room” for their children (Katz 
& Gottman, 1995, p.74), mental withdrawal, and blunted awareness and diminished 
responsiveness to children’s needs (Engfer, 1988). 
Other mechanisms of impact proposed by family systems theory include a circular 
relationship between the child who attempts to intervene in inter-parental conflict, resulting 
in scapegoating, detouring, triangulation, and weakened boundaries between the marital and 
parent–child subsystems (Fauber, Forehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; Minuchin, 1974; 
Minuchin, Rosman, & Baker, 1978; Vogel & Bell, 1960). Relative to children who distance 
themselves from inter-parental conflict, children who intervene have been found to have 
poorer mental health outcomes (Cummings & Davies, 2002; Mueller, Jouriles, McDonald, & 
Rosenfield, 2014). 
Theory remains ahead of empirical evidence in understanding of associations between 
couple relationship qualities (e.g. marital satisfaction, dyadic adjustment) and offspring 
development, particularly that with respect to attachment in the early years. Emphasis to date 
has been on behavioral and social outcomes, rather than any formative influences on 
attachment in the early years (Cowan, Cowan, & Mehta, 2009; Goldberg & Carlson, 2014; 
Zemp, Bodenmann, Backes, Sutter-Stickel, & Revenson, 2016). As the first meta-analytic 
work of this kind, the current study aimed to cast a wide net on studies of couple relationship 
qualities, broadly defined, with an outcome in offspring attachment, exploring the nature and 
magnitude of effects evident within the available data, taking into account sample sizes and 
other covariates. 
Meta-analytic progress to date in this area has been confounded by a number of 
factors. The multi-dimensionality within the construct of couple relationship quality is 
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significant and has hampered meaningful cluster reviews of the evidence for transmission of 
couple relationship quality to child outcomes (Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000). At 
minimum, couple relationship quality can be dichotomized along destructive and constructive 
lines. The former is inclusive of subjective experiences of frustration, anger, tension, or 
apprehension, with clear behavioral markers in disagreement rates, frequency and intensity of 
inter-parental conflict, and acute or chronic intimate partner violence. Measures of couple 
conflict include Conflict and Problem-Solving Scales (Kerig, 1996), Revised Conflict Tactics 
Scale 2 (Straus, Hamby, BoneyMcCoy, & Sugarman, 1996), the Marital Conflict subscale of 
Braiker & Kelley’s (1979) four-factor index, and other observational coding systems 
developed by researchers (e.g. Frosch, Mangelsdorf, & McHale, 2000; Howes & Markman, 
1989). More constructive feelings of accord, harmony, support, mutual confidence, and 
marital satisfaction have traditionally been harder to mark at the behavioral level. Measures 
of constructive aspects of the couple relationship range from validated, reliable, and well-
replicated self-report scales, such as the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS: Spanier, 1976) and 
Short Marital Adjustment Test (SMAT: Locke & Wallace, 1959), to observational coding 
systems employed by independent researchers (e.g. Frosch & Mangelsdorf, 2001; Olson & 
Ryder, 1970). 
Although not mutually exclusive, destructive and constructive aspects of couple 
relationship quality (e.g. inter-parental conflict and dyadic adjustment respectively) are 
conceptually distinct. Factors leading to couple distress are not simply the inverse of factors 
leading to a satisfying relationship (Fincham, Beach, & Kemp-Fincham, 1997). Dimensions 
of marital satisfaction and dissatisfaction “have different correlates, and account for unique 
variance in reported marital behaviors and attributions” (Bradbury et al., 2000, p.974). 
Pertinent to the current study is the extent to which these factors within the couple 
relationship context have differential impacts for offspring attachment security. 
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Continuity of couple relationship experiences may also be an important factor for 
developmental research. Although there is extensive literature on the experience of the couple 
relationship from pregnancy to the postnatal period (e.g. Belsky & Rovine, 1990; Cowan & 
Cowan, 2000; Doss & Rhoades, 2017; Lawrence, Rothman, Cobb, & Bradbury, 2010; 
Twenge, Campbell, & Foster, 2003), little research explores continuity in the preconception 
window, despite cohort findings suggesting significant longitudinal pathways. Using the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Valle and Tillman (2014) found 
adolescent romantic relationship experiences continued to have long-term effects on 
relationship trajectories. In a high-risk sample from the Minnesota Longitudinal Study of 
Parents and Children, adolescent dating experience remained a significant predictor of couple 
relationship quality in young adulthood after accounting for earlier relational experiences 
with parents and peers (Madsen & Collins, 2011). As such, the progression of couple 
relationship experiences in the approach to parenthood may be relevant to understanding the 
contemporaneous impacts of couple relationship quality. 
The primary purpose of this meta-analytic review was to examine the associations 
between couple relationship quality and offspring attachment security in the infancy to pre-
school years, in order to contribute to the conceptualization of family-based early risk factors 
and their measurement, in turn possibly suggesting core screening and intervention targets in 
the promotion of early attachment security. The aims of this study were twofold. The first 
was to broadly survey all empirical studies on couple relationship quality, in the 
preconception, antenatal, and postnatal periods, with an outcome in offspring attachment 
security. The second was to examine heterogeneity of exposure and outcome measurement, 
and conduct meta-analytic examination of meaningfully clustered studies, to explore the 
nature and magnitude of effects evident within the available data, taking into account timing, 
sample sizes, and related covariates. We approached the review with an exploratory purpose 
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but anticipated the need for a dichotomized treatment of couple quality, expecting 
constructive couple relationship qualities (e.g. dyadic adjustment) to be positively associated 
with offspring attachment security, and destructive couple relationship qualities (e.g. inter-
parental conflict) to be inversely associated. 
2.4. Method 
A systematic literature search following PRISMA guidelines was completed in April 
2017 with the aim of examining the extent to which parents’ couple relationship quality at 
three time periods – preconception, antenatal, and postnatal – may influence offspring 
attachment security in early childhood (5 years and under). 
2.4.1. Eligibility criteria. 
Studies were included if they assessed parents’ couple relationship quality 
(preconception, antenatal, or postnatal), assessed offspring attachment security at 5 years and 
under using observational measures of attachment, used a non-clinical sample (excluding 
family violence and abuse samples), or had a representative non-clinical comparison sample. 
The literature search was restricted to published and unpublished empirical studies in 
English. 
2.4.2. Literature search and information sources.  
Parallel literature searches were conducted in four EBSCOhost databases (PsycINFO, 
Medline, CINAHL, Social Work Abstracts), Informit, and Web of Science. These databases 
were selected for their quality and depth of coverage of social science literature (Taylor, 
Wylie, Dempster, & Donnelly, 2007). Search terms selected through team collaboration 
encompassed three major concepts: (1) couple relationships (couple*, boyfriend, dating, 
defacto or de-facto, family, girlfriend, husband*, intimate partner, long-term relationship, 
marital, marri*, monogam*, relationship quality, relationship satisfaction, romance, romant*, 
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sexual partners, spous*, wife, wives), (2) intergenerational (intergenerational or inter-
generational, transgenerational or trans-generational), and (3) attachment. 
A search for grey literature was designed in conjunction with a university library 
specialist and conducted in Google (i.e. the first 10 pages of results were reviewed), and 
ProQuest for dissertations and theses only. In addition, key articles were cross-checked in 
Web of Science and GoogleScholar, using publications identified in initial reading. See 
Appendix D.1 for the list of key articles. 
2.4.3. Study selection.  
The initial search from the EBSCOhost databases yielded 563 studies, with 165 grey 
literature papers and 501 additional records identified through key article cross-checking. 
This resulted in a total of 1063 articles after the removal of duplicate records. See Figure 2.1 
for a PRISMA diagram outlining the identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion 
process of the reviewed literature. 
The first author completed title and abstract screening of all articles, and a second 
independent researcher completed title and abstract screening for 10% of the full sample 
(98.10% agreement, k = 0.70, SE = 0.14). As a result, 1024 articles did not meet the inclusion 
criteria. Of the remaining 39 articles, all full texts were assessed again by the first and fourth 
authors with 89.74% agreement for inclusion (k = 0.79, SE = 0.10). Disagreement was 
resolved by conferencing. 
Studies that (a) did not assess couple relationship quality or offspring attachment 
security, (b) did not clearly specify a time period for couple relationship quality measurement 
matching those considered in this review, (c) did not have data available despite authors 
being contacted, or (d) did not utilize observational measures of attachment assessment were 
excluded, resulting in 24 studies. Given the lack of applicable risk of bias assessment tools 
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for observational studies in this field, an assessment of the 24 resultant studies was not 
undertaken. However, study characteristics and potential risks of bias are discussed in the 
reporting of results. 
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Figure 2.1. PRISMA diagram of the systematic review. 
 
2.4.4. Data collection process.  
Data were extracted from the included papers by the first and fourth authors (see 
Tables 2.1 and 2.2). Studies identified through this systematic review were predominantly 
from North America, with one study each from Japan and Canada. Twenty of the 24 studies 
(83.3%) had sample sizes under 150. Both longitudinal and cross-sectional study designs 
were utilized. 
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Of the 24 studies, 23 examined parents’ couple relationship quality in the postnatal 
period, 4 in the antenatal period, and 1 in the preconception period. Twelve studies reported 
on the influence of couple relationship quality on child’s attachment security with father, and 
22 on child’s attachment security with mother. Studies may assess couple relationship quality 
at various time points, and attachment security with both father and mother, resulting in a 
total of more than 24 observations. As shown in Table 2.2, the majority of outcomes in 
attachment security were reported based on observations from the Strange Situation 
Procedure (Ainsworth & Wittig, 1969) using the infant attachment system (Ainsworth et al., 
1978), the Preschool Attachment Classification System (Cassidy & Marvin, 1992), or the 
Preschool Attachment Assessment (Crittenden, 1992). The remaining studies assessed 
attachment security using the Attachment Q-Sort (AQS: Waters & Deane, 1985) and included 
both observer- and parent-rated versions. 
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Table 2.1. Study characteristics. 
No. Author (Year), 
Country 
Sample and recruitment Study 
design 
n available for 
analysis/Initial N 
% attrition Method for 
dealing with 
missing data 
Belsky (1996), USA Representative sample of a larger study with residents of central 
Pennsylvania, recruited through birth announcements. 
L 126/ns NS Unclear 
Bernier & Matte-Gagné 
(2011), Canada 
Representative sample of families from a large metropolitan area 
recruited through random birth lists from the Ministry of Health & 
Social Services 
L 181/181 NS Unclear 
Braungart-Rieker, 
Courtney, & Garwood 
(1999), USA 
Non-representative subset of families from a larger study recruited 
through birth announcements (older, more educated and financially 
secure than original sample). 
L 77/105 26.70% Complete data 
used 
Brock & Kochanska 
(2016), USA 
Two-parent families from a range of towns and cities in the US 
Midwest with normally developing infants; sampling method not 
stated.  
L 62/100 38.00% Complete data 
used 
Cassé, Oosterman, & 
Schuengel (2016) 
Normative and at-risk subsamples from Generation2 cohort study in 
Amsterdam, Netherlands 
C 260/260 NA - 
Dickstein, Seifer, & 
Albus (2009), USA 
Representative sample from the Family Relationships Study of 
mother-child dyads in Providence, Rhode Island. 
L 89/110 19.10% Complete data 
used 
Durrett, Otaki, & 
Richards (1984), Japan 
Representative sample of Japanese mothers from urban, middle-
class, intact families recruited through health centers. 
C 34/34 NA - 
Eiden, Teti, & Corns 
(1995), USA 
Representative subset of families from a larger study in the 
Baltimore-Washington area recruited through hospital records and 
newspaper advertisements.  
C 45/47 4.20% Unclear 
Finger, Hans, 
Bernstein, & Cox 
(2009), USA 
High-risk sample recruited through local early intervention 
programs, childcare settings, and public places in a disadvantaged 
Chicago neighborhood.  
C 79/79 NA - 
Frosch, Mangelsdorf, 
& McHale (2000), 
USA 
Convenience sample of ethnically and economically homogeneous 
families in a university town, recruited through birth 
announcements. 
L 53/120 55.80% Complete data 
used 
Goldberg & 
Easterbrooks (1984), 
USA 
Representative sample of families in rural and urban areas within a 
45-minute radius of Ann Arbor, Michigan, recruited through a 
variety of community programs.  
C 75/75 NA - 
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Howes & Markman 
(1989), USA 
Subset of families from the Denver Family Development Project 
with a child between 1 to 3 years of age; sampling method not 
stated. 
L 20/30(M) 
19/30(F) 
33.33% Complete data 
used 
Isabella & Belsky 
(1985), USA 
Representative sample of families from the Pennsylvania Infant & 
Family Development Project, recruited through a community 
obstetrics practice and community-sponsored childbirth educational 
classes. 
L 51/64 20.00% Complete data 
used 
Lickenbrock & 
Braungart-Rieker 
(2015), USA 
Convenience sample of families from a larger study recruited 
through the local community (flyers, business cards, informational 
booth). 
L 117/135(M) 
105/135(F) 
13.33% Complete data 
used 
Lindsey, Caldera, & 
Tankersley (2009), 
USA 
Representative sample of families from the Kansas site of NICHD 
SECCYD study recruited through hospital records. 
L 80/134 40.30% Complete data 
used 
Lucas-Thompson & 
Clarke-Stewart (2007), 
USA 
Representative sample of families from the NICHD SECCYD study 
who had completed the first phase, recruited through hospital 
records. 
L 1130/ns NS Unclear 
Lundy (2002), USA Convenience sample of families recruited through local 
pediatricians, daycare facilities, newspaper advertisements, and 
Department of Psychology subject pool. 
C 30/48 37.50% Complete data 
used 
Moss, Cyr, & Dubois-
Comtois (2004), 
Canada 
Representative sample of middle-income low-risk families from a 
larger study, recruited through preschools in diverse socioeconomic 
areas. 
L 242/ns NS Unclear 
Owen & Cox (1997), 
USA 
Representative sample of families from a larger study recruited 
through several obstetrical practices at a large medical center in 
Dallas, Texas. 
L 38/40 (Mother) 
33/40 (Father) 
5.00% Complete data 
used 
Posada & Pratt (2008), 
USA 
Representative sample of families recruited through birth 
announcements. 
C 45/48 6.25% Complete data 
used 
Shaw & Vondra 
(1993), USA 
High-risk sample mother-child dyads recruited through the Women, 
Infant, and Children Nutritional Care (WIC) Program. 
C 100/129 22.48% Complete data 
used 
Speltz, Endriga, Fisher, 
& Mason (1997), USA 
Matched samples: families of children with and without cleft, 
recruited through pediatric clinics and community centers.  
L 64/ns NS Unclear 
Volling & Belsky 
(1992), USA 
Representative sample of families from the Pennsylvania Infant & 
Family Development Project, recruited through community 
obstetrics practice and community-sponsored childbirth educational 
classes; simple random sampling.  
L 88/113 22.12% Complete data 
used 
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Wong, Mangelsdorf, 
Brown, Neff, & 
Schoppe-Sullivan 
(2009), USA 
Convenience sample of families recruited through childbirth classes, 
community newsletters, and flyers, in a small Midwestern city. 
L 59/103 42.72% Complete data 
used 
For study design, C: cross-sectional; L: longitudinal. For % attrition, NA: not applicable due to cross-sectional study design; NS: not stated. 
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Table 2.2. Study measures and analytic approaches. 
Ref. 
Couple relationship quality measure  Attachment measure 
Variable assessed Name Child’s age 
(months)  
Reporter  Name Child’s age 
(months) 
Parent 
1 Marital quality Braiker & Kelley Index  10 Father  SSP (I) 13 Father 
2 Dyadic adjustment Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) (brief 
validated 4-item) 
15 Mother  AQS 
(O) 
15 Mother 
3 Dyadic adjustment DAS 12 Father 
Mother 
 SSP (I) 12/13 Father 
Mother 
4 Inter-parental conflict Conflict and Problem-Solving Scales 24 Father 
Mother 
 AQS 
(O) 
24 Father 
Mother 
5 Marital quality Spouse/Parenting Partner Relationship 
subscale of the Dutch Parenting Stress Index 
12 Mother  SSP (I) 12 Mother 
6 Marital quality Marital Attachment Interview  
Birth Narrative interview & Family Narrative 
Consortium scoring system; Global 
Assessment of Relationship Functioning; DAS  
3rd trimester  
4 
Mother 
Researcher 
 SSP (I) 14 Mother 
7 Perceived partner support The Taylor Inventory 12 Mother  SSP (I) 12 Mother 
8 Dyadic adjustment Marital Adjustment Test; DAS (Marital 
Consensus subscale only)  
33 Mother  AQS 
(P) 
33 Mother 
9 Inter-parental conflict; 
perceived partner support 
Conflict Tactics Scale; 1 self-report item of 
partner support  
16-21 Mother  SSP (I) 16-21 Mother 
10 Inter-parental conflict; 
marital quality 
Adapted Frosch et al.’s observation-based 
coding system 
6; 36 Researcher  AQS 
(P) 
36 Father 
Mother 
11 Dyadic adjustment; inter-
parental communication 
DAS; Standardized Inventory of Marital 
Conflicts 
20 Father 
Mother 
Researcher 
 SSP (I) 20 Father 
Mother 
12 Dyadic adjustment; inter-
parental conflict; inter-
parental communication 
Marital Adjustment Test; Relationship 
Problem Inventory; Communication Box 
Rating 
Premarital; 20a Father 
Mother 
 AQS 
(P) 
20a Father 
Mother 
13 Marital quality Huston scales; Braiker & Kelley Index  3rd trimester; 
3; 9 
Father 
Mother 
 SSP (I) 12 Mother 
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14 Dyadic adjustment; inter-
parental conflictb 
Short Marital Adjustment Test (SMAT); 
Conflict Tactics Scale  
3; 5; 7 Father 
Mother 
 SSP (I) 12 
(Mother) 
14 (Father) 
Father 
Mother 
15 Inter-parental conflict Braiker & Kelley Index (Marital Conflict 
subscale only) 
1 Father 
Mother 
 SSP (I)c 15 
(Mother) 
18 (Father) 
Father 
Mother 
16 Marital quality Personal Assessment of Intimacy in 
Relationships (Emotional Intimacy subscale 
only)  
1; 36; 48 Mother  AQS 
(O) 
24 Mother 
17 Marital quality 1 self-report item of marital satisfaction 6 Father 
Mother 
 AQS 
(P) 
13 Father 
Mother 
18 Dyadic adjustment DAS 48 Mother  SSP 
(PS) 
48 Mother 
19 Inter-parental conflict Beavers-Timberlawn Family Evaluation Scale Prenatal; 3d Researcher  SSP (I)c 12 Father 
Mother 
20 Inter-parental conflict Adapted SMAT & DAS (marital conflict items 
only); Posada & Waters questionnaire 
regarding spousal physical aggression & child 
exposure 
36-43 Mother  AQS 
(O) 
36-43 Mother 
21 Dyadic adjustment SMAT  12 Mother  SSP (I) 12 Mother 
22 Dyadic adjustment DAS  3 Mother  SSP (I) 12 Mother 
23 Marital quality Braiker & Kelley Index 3rd trimester; 
3; 9 
Father  SSP (I) 13 Father 
24 Marital quality Who Does What? Questionnaire; Frosch et 
al.’s observation-based coding system  
3rd trimester Researcher  SSP (I)c 12 
(Mother) 
13 (Father) 
Father 
Mother 
For attachment measure name, AQS: Attachment Q-Sort (O: observer-rated, P: parent-rated; Waters & Deane, 1985); SSP (I): Strange Situation Procedure (Infant; Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, 
& Wall, 1978); SSP (PS): SSP (Preschool; Cassidy & Marvin, 1992). 
a First follow-up assessment after child’s first birthday. 
b Inter-parental conflict data was extracted from Lickenbrock (2010), the thesis which resulted in the Lickenbrock & Braungart-Rieker (2015) paper included in the current review. 
c SSP (I) attachment classification subsequently coded into 4- or 6-point continuum. 
d Couple relationship qualities at both time points were converted to a composite score. 
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2.4.5. Meta-analytic procedures.  
Meta-analyses are rightly restricted to studies of adequate conceptual homogeneity. In 
the 24 included studies, couple relationship quality was variously operationalized (e.g. dyadic 
adjustment, inter-parental conflict, partner support). To deal with this heterogeneity, meta-
analyses reported in this review were divided and restricted to dyadic adjustment and inter-
parental conflict, each in relation to offspring attachment security. Twelve studies reported on 
other measures of couple quality and were synthesized in a narrative review (see Appendix 
D.2). 
The Metafor package in R (Viechtbauer, 2010) was used for meta-analysis. Because 
studies varied in the effect size metric reported, all effects were converted to r values to allow 
cross-study comparison using an interpretable metric with good statistical properties 
(Rosenthal & DiMatteo, 2001). Effect sizes and relevant demographics were extracted from 
each paper and tabulated in R. In longitudinal studies with various time points, effect sizes 
for each time point were treated separately. A multilevel modeling approach was utilized to 
obtain estimates of average effect sizes across all studies while controlling for the 
nonindependence of multiple estimates within the same study (Hox, 2010). Effect sizes were 
weighted by sample size. Within this multilevel modeling framework, random-effects 
modeling was undertaken to assess the extent to which effect sizes were heterogeneous across 
papers. Cochran’s Q-statistic reflects the total amount of variance in the meta-analysis and is 
sensitive to the number of associations considered. A statistically significant Q-statistic 
indicates substantial heterogeneity. Duval and Tweedie’s (2000) trim-and-fill method was 
used to estimate potential publication bias. Intra-class correlations (ICCs) greater than 0.25 
were followed up with meta-regression analyses that examined various moderated effects 
independently due to the small number of studies included in each meta-analysis. These 
separate analyses examined the following predictors for both meta-analyses: attachment 
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measure, child’s age at which couple relationship was assessed, and child’s age at which 
attachment was assessed. Specific to the meta-analysis on dyadic adjustment, gender of 
parent involved was also examined. Specific to the meta-analysis on inter-parental conflict, 
these additional predictors were examined separately: gender of target parent or dyad in 
assessment of conflict, reporter of conflict, measurement of conflict, and at-risk 
characteristics of sample. See Table 2.3 for information on how variables were coded. 
Table 2.3. Coding of variables used in meta-analysis. 
Variable Code or unit type 
Attachment measure SSP 
AQS (Observer-rated) 
AQS (Parent-rated) 
Child age when couple relationship was 
assessed 
Months since child’s birth (negative if prior to 
birth) 
Child age when attachment was assessed Months since child’s birth 
Time lag between assessments Time difference between attachment and couple 
relationship assessments 
Specific to meta-analysis with dyadic adjustment 
Parent involved Father 
Mother 
Specific to meta-analysis with inter-parental conflict 
Target parent/dyad in assessment of conflict Mother 
Father 
Both 
Reporter of conflict Parent 
Researcher 
Measurement of conflict Self-report 
Observation 
At-risk characteristics of sample At-risk 
Not at risk 
 
2.5. Results 
2.5.1. Association between dyadic adjustment and offspring attachment security. 
The aim of the first meta-analysis was to examine the association between dyadic 
adjustment and offspring attachment security, and included studies that assessed dyadic 
adjustment using the DAS (Spanier, 1976) or SMAT (Locke & Wallace, 1959). Spanier and 
Cole (1976, pp.127–128) defined dyadic adjustment as “a process, the outcome of which is 
determined by the degree of troublesome marital differences, interspousal tensions and 
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personal anxiety, marital satisfaction, dyadic cohesion, and consensus on matters of 
importance to marital functioning.” Measures of dyadic adjustment (e.g. DAS, SMAT) as a 
result assess dyadic consensus, satisfaction, cohesion, affectional expression, and the 
management of interpersonal tension. They are not intended as measures of conflict. The 
DAS and the SMAT have been validated against the other, and scale reliability has been 
repeatedly demonstrated. Ten studies met selection criteria for this meta-analysis, although 
adequate data were only available for five studies. For these five studies, direct associations 
between dyadic adjustment and attachment security were not reported or provided on request 
or confounded dyadic adjustment with a variety of other family variables. Remaining papers 
which did not meet criteria for meta-analysis are narratively synthesized in Appendix D.2. 
Multilevel random effects meta-analysis was conducted on five studies reporting the 
association between dyadic adjustment and attachment security. A total of 12 effects were 
included in the model, clustered by study. Dyadic adjustment was not associated with 
offspring attachment security, r = 0.14 (CI: −0.03 to 0.32), SE = 0.09, p = 0.11, ICC = 0.29. 
A graphical display of the result is shown as a forest plot in Figure 2.2. The Duval and 
Tweedie procedure did not indicate publication bias (see Figure 2.3). The Q-statistic was 
statistically significant, k = 12, Q(11) = 30.10, p = 0.002, suggesting heterogeneity. 
Potential moderators were examined in the association between dyadic adjustment 
and offspring attachment security. Separate meta-regression analyses were conducted with 
four variables independently (see Table 2.4). None of the moderator analyses except 
“attachment measure used” were significant. Interpretation of these results must bear in mind 
the limitations of the small number of studies available for these analyses. 
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Figure 2.2. Forest plot showing the 12 effects from meta-analysis on dyadic adjustment and 
offspring attachment security.  
 
Figure 2.3. Funnel plot resulting from Duval and Tweedie’s Trim and Fill Method to assess 
for publication bias in meta-analysis on dyadic adjustment and offspring attachment security.  
The only significant moderator was “attachment measure.” Studies utilizing parent-
rated AQS as an attachment measure (k = 5, r = 0.39, p < 0.001, CI = [0.24 to 0.54]) were 
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more likely to have a larger effect size than studies utilizing the SSP and observer-rated AQS 
(k = 7, r = 0.02, p = 0.58, CI = [−0.05 to 0.09]). This discrepancy might reflect findings from 
a meta-analysis by van IJzendoorn, Vereijken, Bakermans-Kranenburg, and Risken-Walraven 
(2004), reporting on the convergent validity between observer-rated AQS and SSP, but not 
parent-rated AQS. The current discrepancy in effect sizes lends support to the meta-analytic 
finding that the parent-rated and observer-rated AQS are measuring different constructs. 
 
Table 2.4. Results of moderator analyses in association between dyadic adjustment and 
offspring attachment security. 
Moderator variable Test of residual 
heterogeneity 
Moderator analysis 
QE df p QM df p 
Attachment measure 9.23 9 0.42 20.87 2 <0.01 
Child age when dyadic adjustment was assessed 30.09 10 <0.01 0.73 1 0.39 
Child age when attachment was assessed 23.67 10 0.01 1.07 1 0.30 
Time lag between dyadic adjustment and attachment 
assessments 
28.69 10 <0.01 0.39 1 0.53 
Parent involved 27.87 10 <0.01 0.70 1 0.40 
 
2.5.2. Association between inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment 
security. 
The aim of the second meta-analysis was to examine the association between inter-
parental conflict and offspring attachment security. Inter-parental conflict is a well-
researched, conceptually coherent aspect of couple relationship quality, referring to both 
overt and covert conflict between partners. A subset of studies (n = 8) from this review 
examined the association between inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment security. 
Measurement of inter-parental conflict was varied, ranging from parent self-report to 
independent observer coding, and this was accounted for in the meta-analysis. 
A multilevel random effects meta-analysis was conducted on all eight studies 
reporting the association between inter-parental conflict and attachment security. A total of 
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17 effects were included in the model, clustered by study. Inter-parental conflict was 
inversely associated with attachment security, r = −0.28 (CI: −0.39 to −0.18), SE = 0.05, p < 
0.0001, ICC = 0.30. A graphical display of the result is shown as a forest plot in Figure 2.4. 
The Duval and Tweedie procedure did not indicate publication bias (see Figure 2.5). Test of 
heterogeneity was significant (Q = 30.82, df = 16, p = 0.01), suggesting considerable 
heterogeneity among the true effects. 
Potential moderators in the association between inter-parental conflict and offspring 
attachment security were examined in the next set of analyses. Separate meta-regression 
analyses were conducted with seven variables (see Table 2.5). None of the moderators tested 
were significant. 
 
Figure 2.4. Forest plot showing the 17 effects from meta-analysis on inter-parental conflict 
and offspring attachment security.  
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Figure 2.5. Funnel plot resulting from Duval and Tweedie’s Trim and Fill Method to assess 
for publication bias in meta-analysis on inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment 
security. Solid circles are original data; open circles are imputed filled values.  
 
Table 2.5. Results of moderator analyses in association between inter-parental conflict and 
offspring attachment security. 
Moderator variable Test of residual 
heterogeneity 
Moderator analysis 
QE df p QM df p 
Attachment measure 26.64 14 0.02 0.61 2 0.74 
Child age when conflict was assessed 29.39 15 0.01 0.85 1 0.36 
Child age when attachment was assessed 29.87 15 0.01 0.15 1 0.70 
Time lag between conflict and attachment 
assessments 
30.23 15 0.01 0.74 1 0.39 
Target parent or dyad in assessment of conflict 29.06 14 0.01 0.82 2 0.66 
Reporter of conflict 28.98 14 0.01 0.26 2 0.88 
Measurement of conflict 30.07 15 0.01 0.14 1 0.71 
At-risk characteristics of sample 29.95 15 0.01 0.12 1 0.73 
 
2.6. Discussion 
The purpose of this systematic review was to examine the meta-analytic evidence for 
associations between parents’ couple relationship quality and attachment security in offspring 
5 years and under. Through the review of 24 identified studies, heterogeneity of both 
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operationalization and measurement of couple relationship quality became apparent. 
Disaggregation of two subsets of studies was possible based on two clear constructs: dyadic 
adjustment and inter-parental conflict. Separate meta-analyses on each showed that dyadic 
adjustment was not associated with offspring attachment security and that inter-parental 
conflict had a small inverse association with offspring attachment security. The differential 
findings of these two constructs further underscore the need to disaggregate couple 
relationship constructs in future research. Two caveats should be made about these findings at 
the outset. First, these findings report on statistical associations and are by no means 
causative. Second, while the findings suggest that screening and assessment of inter-parental 
conflict are important in identifying risk of attachment insecurity in early childhood, other 
factors and pathways may also be at play here. In particular, the effects are uncorrected for 
the influence of relevant third variables, such as caregiving sensitivity. 
2.6.1. Dyadic adjustment and offspring attachment. 
At first glance, the lack of association between positive dyadic adjustment (as 
assessed with the DAS or SMAT) and offspring attachment security appears somewhat 
contrary to family systems theory and related hypotheses. Both theoretical and measurement 
explanations are worth considering. Dyadic adjustment is a broad construct defined around 
parents’ subjective experience of the “ambient” couple relationship, degree of consensus, 
cohesion and affectional expression between partners, and to a smaller extent, the successful 
management of interpersonal tension (Spanier & Cole, 1976). Our findings suggest at a 
theoretical level that dyadic adjustment, thus defined, may not be a sufficiently robust 
exposure in the ecology of offspring attachment development. At a measurement level, lack 
of specificity may also be at play, and independent analysis of the DAS and SMAT subscales 
(e.g. dyadic consensus, dyadic satisfaction, affectional expression) may prove more 
informative and reveal some relationship with offspring attachment. Furthermore, aspects of 
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a couples’ lived partnership experience may not be witnessed by others, particularly by their 
child, therefore mitigating the potential benefits of high dyadic adjustment to offspring 
attachment security. On the other hand, overt inter-parental conflict is manifest to those 
nearby, and for very young children, likely to have a stronger negative influence on 
confidence in their secure base. 
Beyond measurement refinements, theory would also suggest several additive and 
interactive effects remain important to explore. For example, the interaction between low-
quality and high-conflict couple environments may provide more traction in the study of 
offspring outcomes. Following transmission hypotheses from couple relationship problems to 
diminished care-giving sensitivity (George & Solomon, 2008), this meta-analytic finding may 
only suggest poor dyadic adjustment is an insufficient pathogen for the parents’ caregiving 
system in the absence of other risk factors. Conversely, couple quality may have a protective 
role in the presence of certain risks. For example, Eiden, Teti, and Corns (1995) found high 
dyadic adjustment was only positively correlated with child–mother attachment security 
when mothers had an insecure working model. Findings from four of the narratively 
synthesized studies with a focus on dyadic adjustment, however, presented mixed evidence 
on interactional effects of dyadic adjustment with family variables in relation to offspring 
attachment security (Braungart-Rieker, Courtney, & Garwood, 1999; Dickstein, Seifer, & 
Albus, 2009; Shaw & Vondra, 1993; Speltz, Endriga, Fisher, & Mason, 1997). Further 
research is required to understand the complex relationships between dyadic adjustment, 
other family functioning variables, and the development of offspring attachment security in 
the early years. 
Of note, type of attachment measure was a significant moderator in the first meta-
analysis. Dyadic adjustment was positively associated with attachment when assessed using 
the parent-rated AQS, but not the observer-rated AQS or the SSP. This finding suggests that 
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parents with a more positive state of mind regarding their spousal relationship may also be 
more optimistic about their relationship with their child. The finding likely reflects a common 
method variance effect, where information on both variables is collected from the same 
source (i.e. parent), who is also party to both relationships in question resulting in an inflated 
estimate of the association between dyadic adjustment and parent-rated attachment. A meta-
analysis by van IJzendoorn et al. (2004) found validity of the observer-rated AQS against the 
SSP, but not the parent-rated AQS, suggesting that the parent-rated version is not an adequate 
assessment of attachment. The findings from this study support the view that the parent-rated 
AQS may be more suitable as a subjective report of the parent–child relationship. 
2.6.2. Inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment. 
The second meta-analysis confirmed an inverse but weak association of inter-parental 
conflict with offspring attachment security, independent of the diversity of conflict 
measurement methods. While this effect size (r = 0.28) is among the larger associations 
between parental variables and child developmental outcomes reported to date (e.g. Verhage 
et al., 2016; Vu et al., 2016), it remains small to modest. Where inter-parental conflict has 
been established as a driver of compromised social developmental outcomes for children 
(Davies & Cummings, 1994; Fincham & Grych, 2001; Madigan, Brumariu, Villani, 
Atkinson, & Lyons-Ruth, 2016), associations with attachment security per se are under-
explored. A number of explanations for both the significance and the modesty of the effect 
size are possible. 
Dominant explanations for the association of inter-parental conflict with offspring 
attachment security implicate the parent’s ability to function consistently as a secure base and 
safe haven. From an assumed direct spillover of negative affect from couple conflict to harsh 
behaviors, reduced caregiving sensitivity (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1973; George & 
Solomon, 2008; Lyons-Ruth et al., 1993; Renken et al., 1989), and dampened parental 
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reflective functioning (Slade, 2005), chronic conflict in the couple dyad is likely to foster the 
need for offspring to deploy secondary strategies associated with insecure attachment patterns 
in the early years. In more extreme cases of conflict (e.g. intimate partner violence), reflective 
systems may be immobilized, resulting in parents behaving in frightening or frightened ways 
toward or in the presence of their young children. Although initially proposed to reflect 
unresolved trauma related to attachment figures from the family of origin, frightening or 
frightened representations in either or both parents are likely to interact at a third level, within 
the couple attachment, during and in anticipation of conflict. The resulting behaviors in turn 
likely create for the young child a threatening paradox, “wherein the haven of safety is at 
once the source of the alarm” (Main & Hesse, 1990, p.180). Within this interpersonal context, 
it is of little surprise that offspring generic adjustment problems have longitudinal 
associations with exposure to intimate partner violence (Vu et al., 2016). Our findings 
suggest that even non-violent inter-parental conflict creates small but significant additional 
risk for offspring attachment status. What remains unknown is the frequency and chronicity 
of inter-parental conflict that would tip the development of offspring attachment over into 
insecure territory. 
Study characteristics may have limited the strength of the association. Half of the 
eight studies reported attrition rates of more than 30%, suggesting possible self-selection bias 
of participants with lower levels of inter-parental conflict. Schulz and Grimes (2002) 
suggested that an attrition rate of greater than 20% potentially poses serious threats to 
validity. Further, the range of conflict measurement methods utilized, from observational 
methods of laboratory-based conflictual scenarios to validated self-report questionnaires, and 
the nature of inter-parental conflict assessed varied. Most studies enquired about everyday 
conflict (e.g. arguments about finances and parenting), with only two studies asking 
participants to report on the frequency and intensity of major disagreements, and the presence 
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of violence. Such measurement breadth may dilute associations with offspring attachment 
security. Normative levels of inter-parental conflict demonstrate a weak to moderate inverse 
signal with offspring attachment security, where higher levels of conflict, merging into 
violence, may have a larger association. Prior studies support specification within 
measurement of inter-parental conflict by type (e.g. constructive vs. destructive, low intensity 
vs. high intensity), frequency, and the extent of resolution (Cummings, Goeke-Morey, Papp, 
& Dukewich, 2002; Grych, Seid, & Fincham, 1992). Such refinements are likely to be 
important to developmental research. 
As with previous meta-analyses that find stronger associations between parent 
variables (e.g. maternal mental health, adult attachment models) and offspring attachment in 
clinical samples than in community samples (Atkinson et al., 2000; Verhage et al., 2016), the 
weak association identified here may reflect the predominance of low-risk community 
samples in the studies analyzed. In non-clinical populations, the caregiving environment may 
buffer the child from negativity in the couple relationship. Equally, low-level and adequately 
resolved inter-parental conflict enhances conflict management and resolution skills in 
children, allowing for better communication and social outcomes (Cummings et al., 2002; 
McCoy, Cummings, & Davies, 2009; Moore, 2009). However, in clinical populations, 
compromised caregiving environments may not provide an adequate barrier to the spillover 
of negative influences from other areas of the family system, particularly when patterns of 
inter-parental conflict represent ongoing insecurities in parents’ internal working models. 
Further examination of interactive processes between the romantic system, caregiving 
system, and parents’ internal working models, as proposed by Cowan et al. (2009) and 
George (2009), is required to improve understanding of the impacts on the next generation. 
Future research would also benefit from exploring the unique variance explained by timing, 
chronicity, and magnitude of conflict exposures. 
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2.6.3. Limitations and recommendations for future research. 
Despite widespread review and editorial focus on the importance of the couple 
relationship to offspring attachment security (Cowan & Cowan, 2009; McIntosh, 2011; 
Verhage et al., 2016), a surprisingly small number of empirical papers was identified for this 
review. Nonetheless, methodological care with piloting of the search strategy, key article 
cross-checking, and grey literature searching allows confidence that relevant research was 
substantively included, and conclusions arising from the review are valid. Factors limiting 
our findings include the narrow sampling band of reported results. All but four of the selected 
studies took place in North America with predominantly Caucasian samples. Sample sizes 
were relatively small and generally non-representative. More studies are required to improve 
our understanding around the complex transmission pathways between the couple 
relationship and offspring attachment security. Potential additive or multiplicative effects 
between the two domains of dyadic adjustment and inter-parental conflict should also be 
considered. 
Based on limitations encountered in the process of this review, a number of issues 
need to be considered for future research in this field. Measurement targets and methods 
varied considerably in the 24 studies reviewed, from self-report questionnaires to 
observational coding systems. Self-report couple data are often subject to social desirability 
biases due to the goal of favorable self-presentation in significant interpersonal relationships 
(Sabourin, Valois, & Lussier, 2005). Observational assessments by an objective researcher in 
turn suffer for their inability to capture the subjective lens through which relationship-based 
responses are shaped. Content focus was also varied. To date, such content and procedural 
variability has diluted rather than enabled focus on operant factors within couple relationships 
most relevant to the study of offspring emotional health. Given the differential effects that 
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each aspect of couple relationship quality has on offspring attachment security, more nuanced 
and consistent measurement of each construct is required. 
The included studies had a primary focus on couple relationship quality in the 
postnatal period, and at a single time point, limiting generalizability of findings to other 
periods in the life course. A dearth of longitudinal studies is a clear gap in the literature, 
given established evidence for intergenerational and longitudinal transmission of couple 
relationship experiences, encompassing both constructive and destructive aspects of 
relationship functioning (e.g. Amato & Booth, 2001; Ehrensaft, KnousWestfall, & Cohen, 
2011; Kouros, Cummings, & Davies, 2010; Madigan et al., 2016; Madsen & Collins, 2011; 
Meier & Allen, 2009; Valle & Tillman, 2014). The accumulation of couple relationship 
experiences over the life course, including the influence of the previous generation, may 
provide another productive avenue for the study of transmission of risk to offspring, 
particularly attachment security. 
Similarly, dyadic adjustment was originally defined as a process over time (Spanier & 
Cole, 1976), and more recently, researchers have called for its measurement as a trajectory 
that reflects temporal fluctuations in couple evaluations rather than a judgment made by 
spouses at a single time point (Bradbury et al., 2000). Other researchers have also 
recommended taking into account the measurement of the frequency and chronicity of inter-
parental conflict (Cummings et al., 2002; Grych et al., 1992). A trajectory-driven 
operationalization of these variables might reveal latent relationships not evident in the 
current group of studies. 
Finally, a majority of studies in this review did not account for potential child gender 
differences. Given established differences between gendered parent–child dyads in family 
research (Caldera & Lindsey, 2006; Davies & Lindsay, 2001; Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan, 
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1993) and potentially differential impact of couple relationship quality for daughter–parent 
attachments (Brock & Kochanska, 2016; Goldberg & Easterbrooks, 1984), this is a limitation. 
Future studies should take this into account and analyse accordingly. 
2.6.4. Conclusion and clinical implications. 
This systematic review has examined factors in couple relationship quality associated 
with attachment security in offspring. Although weak, the findings provide evidence of the 
inverse association between inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment security. In light 
of accrued clinical and theoretical wisdom regarding detrimental impacts of inter-parental 
conflict on offspring attachment security, the finding is in the expected direction. In contrast, 
there was no association with positive dyadic adjustment, which may be the case, or may be 
suggestive of the need for sharper conceptual and measurement focus on constructive aspects 
of the couple relationship and their transmission to offspring attachment. Indeed, this review 
has revealed a significant gap in research regarding effects of the couple relationship on 
offspring attachment security, and given support to extension of this field. 
While meta-analytic evidence for prediction and remediation pathways remains some 
way off, these findings suggest that inter-parental conflict may be an important inclusion in 
general population screening of risk for offspring attachment. Developmental benefits to 
offspring of parent interventions may be enhanced by an increased focus on conflict 
resolution and management in the inter-parental relationship. While programs that enable 
parents to better understand the deep developmental ramifications of interparental conflict are 
progressing in the family law arena (e.g. McIntosh & Tan, 2017), community-wide strategies 
to promote earliest prevention are needed. For the optimal support of clinical responses 
through to public health interventions, continuing to grow the evidence on the influence of 
the couple relationship for life course attachment outcomes will be an important future 
contribution. 
66 
 
2.7. References 
Ablow, J. C., Measelle, J. R., Cowan, P. A., & Cowan, C. P. (2009). Linking marital conflict 
and children’s adjustment: The role of young children’s perceptions. Journal of 
Family Psychology, 23(4), 485–499. doi:10.1037/a0015894 
Ainsworth, M. D. S., Bell, S. M. V., & Stayton, D. J. (1971). Individual differences in 
strange-situational behavior of one-year-olds. In H. R. Schaffer (Ed.), The origins of 
human social relations. London: Academic Press. 
Ainsworth, M. D. S., Blehar, M. C., Waters, E., & Wall, S. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A 
psychological study of the strange situation. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 
Ainsworth, M. D. S., & Wittig, B. (1969). Attachment and exploratory behavior of one-year-
olds in a strange situation. In B. M. Foss (Ed.), Determinants of infant behavior (Vol. 
4, pp. 113–136). London: Methuen. 
Amato, P. R., & Booth, A. (2001). The legacy of parents’ marital discord: Consequences for 
children’s marital quality. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(4), 627–
638. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.81.4.627 
Atkinson, L., Paglia, A., Coolbear, J., Niccols, A., Parker, K. C. H., & Guger, S. (2000). 
Attachment security: A meta-analysis of maternal mental health correlates. Clinical 
Psychology Review, 20(8), 1019–1040. doi:10.1016/S0272-7358(99)00023-9 
Belsky, J. (1981). Early human experience: A family perspective. Developmental 
Psychology, 17(1), 3–23. doi:10.1037/0012-1649.17.1.3 
67 
 
Belsky, J. (1996). Parent, infant, and social-contextual antecedents of father-son attachment 
security. Developmental Psychology, 32(5), 905–913. doi: 10.1037/0012-
1649.32.5.905 
Belsky, J., & Rovine, M. (1990). Patterns of marital change across the transition to 
parenthood: Pregnancy to three years postpartum. Journal of Marriage and Family, 
52(1), 5–19. doi:10.2307/352833 
Bernier, A., & Matte-Gagné, C. (2011). More bridges: Investigating the relevance of self-
report and interview measures of adult attachment for marital and caregiving 
relationships. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 35(4), 307–316. 
doi:10.1177/0165025410396766 
Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and loss. New York, NY: Basic Books. 
Bowlby, J. (1973). Separation: Anxiety and anger (Vol. 2). London: Penguin. 
Bradbury, T. N., Fincham, F. D., & Beach, S. R. H. (2000). Research on the nature and 
determinants of marital satisfaction: A decade in review. Journal of Marriage and 
Family, 62(4), 964–980. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2000.00964.x 
Braiker, H. B., & Kelley, H. H. (1979). Conflict in the development of close relationships. In 
R. L. Burgess (Ed.), Social exchange in developing relationships (pp. 135–168). 
Burlington: Elsevier Science. 
Braungart-Rieker, J., Courtney, S., & Garwood, M. M. (1999). Mother- and father-infant 
attachment: Families in context. Journal of Family Psychology, 13(4), 535–553. 
doi:10.1037/0893-3200.13.4.535 
68 
 
Brock, R. L., & Kochanska, G. (2016). Interparental conflict, children’s security with parents, 
and long-term risk of internalizing problems: A longitudinal study from ages 2 to 10. 
Development and Psychopathology, 28(01), 45–54. doi:10.1017/S0954579415000279 
Byng-Hall, J. (1991). An appreciation of John Bowlby: His significance for family therapy. 
Journal of Family Therapy, 13(1), 5–16. doi:10.1046/j.1991.00409.x 
Byng-Hall, J. (1995). Creating a secure family base: Some implications of attachment theory 
for family therapy. Family Process, 34(1), 45–58. doi:10.1111/j.1545-
5300.1995.00045.x 
Caldera, Y. M., & Lindsey, E. W. (2006). Coparenting, mother-infant interaction, and infant-
parent attachment relationships in two-parent families. Journal of Family Psychology, 
20(2), 275–283. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.20.2.275 
Cassé, J. F. H., Oosterman, M., & Schuengel, C. (2016). Parenting self-efficacy moderates 
linkage between partner relationship dissatisfaction and avoidant infant–mother 
attachment: A Dutch study. Journal of Family Psychology, 30(8), 935–943. 
doi:10.1037/fam0000247 
Cassidy, J., Jones, J. D., & Shaver, P. R. (2013). Contributions of attachment theory and 
research: A framework for future research, translation, and policy. Development and 
Psychopathology, 25(4), 1415–1434. doi:10.1017/S0954579413000692 
Cassidy, J., & Marvin, R. S. (1992). Attachment organization in three and four year olds: 
Procedures and coding manual. Unpublished manuscript, University of Virginia, VA. 
Conger, R. D., Conger, K. J., & Martin, M. J. (2010). Socioeconomic status, family 
processes, and individual development. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 72(3), 
685–704. doi:10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00725.x 
69 
 
Conger, R. D., & Elder, G. H., Jr. (1994). Families in troubled times: Adapting to change in 
rural America. Hawthorne, NY: Aldine de Gruyter. 
Conger, R. D., McLoyd, V. C., Wallace, L. E., Sun, Y., Simons, R. L., & Brody, G. H. 
(2002). Economic pressure in African American families: A replication and extension 
of the family stress model. Developmental Psychology, 38(2), 179–193. 
doi:10.1037/0012-1649.38.2.179 
Cowan, C. P., & Cowan, P. A. (2000). When partners become parents: The big life change 
for couples. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
Cowan, P. A., & Cowan, C. P. (2009). Couple relationships: A missing link between adult 
attachment and children’s outcomes. Attachment & Human Development, 11(1), 1–4. 
doi:10.1080/14616730802500149 
Cowan, P. A., Cowan, C. P., & Mehta, N. (2009). Adult attachment, couple attachment, and 
children’s adaptation to school: An integrated attachment template and family risk 
model. Attachment & Human Development, 11(1), 29–46. 
doi:10.1080/14616730802500222 
Cowan, P. A., & McHale, J. P. (1996). Coparenting in a family context: Emerging 
achievements, current dilemmas, and future directions. New Directions for Child and 
Adolescent Development, 1996(74), 93–106. doi:10.1002/cd.23219967408 
Cox, M. J., Paley, B., & Harter, K. (2001). Interparental conflict and parent–Child 
relationships. In J. H. Grych & F. D. Fincham (Eds.), Interparental conflict and child 
development: Theory, research, and applications (pp. 249–272). New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press. 
70 
 
Crittenden, P. M. (1992). Quality of attachment in the preschool years. Development and 
Psychopathology, 4(02), 209–241. doi:10.1017/S0954579400000110 
Cummings, E. M., & Davies, P. T. (2002). Effects of marital conflict on children: Recent 
advances and emerging themes in process-oriented research. Journal of Child 
Psychology & Psychiatry & Allied Disciplines, 43(1), 31–63. doi:10.1111/1469-
7610.00003 
Cummings, E. M., & Davies, P. T. (2010). Marital conflict and children: An emotional 
security perspective. New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Cummings, E. M., Goeke-Morey, M. C., Papp, L. M., & Dukewich, T. L. (2002). Children’s 
responses to mothers’ and fathers’ emotionality and tactics in marital conflict in the 
home. Journal of Family Psychology, 16(4), 478–492. doi:10.1037/0893-
3200.16.4.478 
Cummings, E. M., Schermerhorn, A. C., Davies, P. T., Goeke-Morey, M. C., & Cummings, 
J. S. (2006). Interparental discord and child adjustment: Prospective investigations of 
emotional security as an explanatory mechanism. Child Development, 77(1), 132–
152. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.2006.00861.x 
Davies, P. T., & Cummings, E. M. (1994). Marital conflict and child adjustment: An 
emotional security hypothesis. Psychological Bulletin, 116(3), 387–411. 
doi:10.1037/0033-2909.116.3.387 
Davies, P. T., Harold, G. T., Goeke-Morey, M. C., Cummings, E. M., Shelton, K., Rasi, J. A., 
& Jenkins, J. M. (2002). Child emotional security and interparental conflict. 
Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 67(3), i–127. 
71 
 
Davies, P. T., & Lindsay, L. L. (2001). Does gender moderate the effects of marital conflict 
on children? In J. H. Grych & F. D. Fincham (Eds.), Interparental conflict and child 
development: Theory, research, and applications (pp. 64–97). Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
De Wolff, M. S., & van IJzendoorn, M. H. (1997). Sensitivity and attachment: A meta-
analysis on parental antecedents of infant attachment. Child Development, 68(4), 571. 
doi:10.2307/1132107 
Dickstein, S., Seifer, R., & Albus, K. E. (2009). Maternal adult attachment representations 
across relationship domains and infant outcomes: The importance of family and 
couple functioning. Attachment & Human Development, 11(1), 5–27. 
doi:10.1080/14616730802500164 
Doss, B. D., & Rhoades, G. K. (2017). The transition to parenthood: Impact on couples’ 
romantic relationships. Current Opinion in Psychology, 13, 25–28. 
doi:10.1016/j.copsyc.2016.04.003 
Durrett, M. E., Otaki, M., & Richards, P. (1984). Attachment and the mother’s perception of 
support from the father. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 7(2), 167–
176. doi:10.1177/016502548400700205 
Duval, S., & Tweedie, R. (2000). Trim and fill: A simple funnel-plot-based method of testing 
and adjusting for publication bias in meta-analysis. Biometrics, 56(2), 455–463. 
doi:10.1111/j.0006-341X.2000.00455.x 
Ehrensaft, M. K., Knous-Westfall, H. M., & Cohen, P. (2011). Direct and indirect 
transmission of relationship functioning across generations. Journal of Family 
Psychology, 25(6), 942–952.doi:10.1037/a0025606 
72 
 
Eiden, R. D., Teti, D. M., & Corns, K. M. (1995). Maternal working models of attachment, 
marital adjustment, and the parent-child relationship. Child Development, 66(5), 
1504–1518. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.1995.tb00948.x 
Emery, R. E. (1999). Marriage, divorce, and children’s adjustment (2nd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Engfer, A. (1988). The interrelatedness of marriage and the mother-child relationship. In R. 
Hinde & J. Stevenson-Hinde (Eds.), Relationships within families: Mutual influences 
(pp. 104–118). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 
Erel, O., & Burman, B. (1995). Interrelatedness of marital relations and parent-child 
relations: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 118(1), 108–132. 
doi:10.1037/0033-2909.118.1.108 
Fauber, R., Forehand, R., Thomas, A. M., & Wierson, M. (1990). A mediational model of the 
impact of marital conflict on adolescent adjustment in intact and divorced families: 
The role of disrupted parenting. Child Development, 61(4), 1112–1123. 
doi:10.2307/1130879 
Favez, N., Frascarolo, F., Carneiro, C., Montfort, V., Corboz-Warnery, A., & Fivaz-
Depeursinge, E. (2006). The development of the family alliance from pregnancy to 
toddlerhood and children outcomes at 18 months. Infant and Child Development, 
15(1), 59–73. doi:10.1002/icd.430 
Favez, N., Lopes, F., Bernard, M., Frascarolo, F., Scaiola, C. L., Corboz-Warnery, A., & 
Fivaz-Depeursinge, E. (2012). The development of family alliance from pregnancy to 
toddlerhood and child outcomes at 5 years. Family Process, 51(4), 542–556. 
doi:10.1111/j.1545-5300.2012.01419.x 
73 
 
Fincham, F. D., Beach, S. R. H., & Kemp-Fincham, S. I. (1997). Marital quality: A new 
theoretical perspective. In R. J. Sternberg & M. Hoijat (Eds.), Satisfaction in close 
relationships (pp. 275–304). New York, NY: Guilford. 
Fincham, F. D., & Grych, J. H. (2001). Interparental conflict and child development: Theory, 
research, and applications. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 
Finger, B., Hans, S. L., Bernstein, V. J., & Cox, S. M. (2009). Parent relationship quality and 
infant-mother attachment. Attachment & Human Development, 11(3), 285–306. doi: 
10.1080/14616730902814960 
Floyd, F. J., Gilliom, L. A., & Costigan, C. L. (1998). Marriage and the parenting alliance: 
Longitudinal prediction of change in parenting perceptions and behaviors. Child 
Development, 69(5), 1461–1479. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.1998.tb06224.x 
Frosch, C. A., & Mangelsdorf, S. C. (2001). Marital behavior, parenting behavior, and 
multiple reports of preschoolers’ behavior problems: Mediation or moderation? 
Developmental Psychology, 37(4), 502–519. doi:10.1037/0012-1649.37.4.502 
Frosch, C. A., Mangelsdorf, S. C., & McHale, J. L. (2000). Marital behavior and the security 
of preschooler-parent attachment relationships. Journal of Family Psychology, 14(1), 
144–161. doi:10.1037//0893-3200.14.1.144 
George, C. (2009). Couple relationships and the family system: Commentary from a 
behavioural systems perspective. Attachment & Human Development, 11(1), 103–
110. doi:10.1080/14616730802564293 
George, C., & Solomon, J. (2008). The caregiving system: A behavioral systems approach to 
parenting. In J. Cassidy & P. R. Shaver (Eds.), Handbook of attachment: Theory, 
74 
 
research, and clinical applications (2nd ed., pp. 833–856). New York, NY: Guilford 
Press. 
Gerard, J. M., Krishnakumar, A., & Buehler, C. (2006). Marital conflict, parent-child 
relations, and youth maladjustment A longitudinal investigation of spillover effects. 
Journal of Family Issues, 27(7), 951–975. doi:10.1177/0192513X05286020 
Goldberg, J. S., & Carlson, M. J. (2014). Parents’ relationship quality and children’s behavior 
in stable married and cohabiting families. Journal of Marriage & Family, 76(4), 762–
777. doi:10.1111/jomf.12120 
Goldberg, W. A., & Easterbrooks, M. A. (1984). Role of marital quality in toddler 
development. Developmental Psychology, 20(3), 504–514. doi:10.1037/0012-
1649.20.3.504 
Groh, A. M., Fearon, R. M. P., van IJzendoorn, M. H., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., & 
Roisman, G. I. (2017). Attachment in the early life course: Meta-analytic evidence for 
its role in socioemotional development. Child Development Perspectives, 11(1), 70–
76. doi:10.1111/cdep.12213 
Grych, J. H., Fincham, F. D., Jouriles, E. N., & McDonald, R. (2000). Interparental conflict 
and child adjustment: Testing the mediational role of appraisals in the cognitive-
contextual framework. Child Development, 71(6), 1648–1661. 
doi:10.1111/cdev.2000.71.issue-6 
Grych, J. H., Seid, M., & Fincham, F. D. (1992). Assessing marital conflict from the child’s 
perspective: The children’s perception of interparental conflict scale. Child 
Development, 63(3), 558–572. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.1992.tb01646.x 
75 
 
Howes, P., & Markman, H. J. (1989). Marital quality and child functioning: A longitudinal 
investigation. Child Development, 60(5), 1044–1051. doi:10.1111/j.1467-
8624.1989.tb03535.x 
Hox, J. (2010). Multilevel analysis: Techniques and applications. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Isabella, R. A., & Belsky, J. (1985). Marital change during the transition to parenthood and 
security of infant-parent attachment. Journal of Family Issues, 6(4), 505–522. 
doi:10.1177/019251385006004006 
Katz, L. F., & Gottman, J. M. (1995). Marital interaction and child outcomes: A longitudinal 
study of mediating and moderating processes. In D. Cicchetti & S. L. Toth (Eds.), 
Rochester symposium on developmental psychology: Emotion, cognition, and 
representation (Vol. 6, pp. 301–342). Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press. 
Kerig, P. K. (1996). Assessing the links between interparental conflict and child adjustment: 
The conflicts and problem-solving scales. Journal of Family Psychology, 10(4), 454–
473. doi:10.1037/0893-3200.10.4.454 
Kerig, P. K., Cowan, P. A., & Cowan, C. P. (1993). Marital quality and gender differences in 
parentchild interaction. Developmental Psychology, 29(6), 931–939. 
doi:10.1037/0012-1649.29.6.931 
Kouros, C. D., Cummings, E. M., & Davies, P. T. (2010). Early trajectories of interparental 
conflict and externalizing problems as predictors of social competence in 
preadolescence. Development and Psychopathology, 22(03), 527–537. 
doi:10.1017/S0954579410000258 
Lawrence, E., Rothman, A. D., Cobb, R. J., & Bradbury, T. N. (2010). Marital satisfaction 
across the transition to parenthood: Three eras of research. In M. S. Schulz, M. K. 
76 
 
Pruett, P. K. Kerig, & R. D. Parke (Eds.), Strengthening couple relationships for 
optimal child development: Lessons from research and intervention (pp. 97–114). 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. 
Lickenbrock, D. M., & Braungart-Rieker, J. M. (2015). Examining antecedents of infant 
attachment security with mothers and fathers: An ecological systems perspective. 
Infant Behavior & Development, 39, 173–187. doi:10.1016/j.infbeh.2015.03.003 
Lindsey, E. W., Caldera, Y. M., & Tankersley, L. (2009). Marital conflict and the quality of 
young children’s peer play behavior: The mediating and moderating role of parent-
child emotional reciprocity and attachment security. Journal of Family Psychology, 
23(2), 130–145. doi:10.1037/a0014972 
Locke, H. J., & Wallace, K. M. (1959). Short marital-adjustment and prediction tests: Their 
reliability and validity. Marriage & Family Living, 21(3), 251–255. 
doi:10.2307/348022 
Lucassen, N., Tharner, A., van IJzendoorn, M., Bakermans-Kranenburg, H., Volling, M. J., 
Verhulst, B. L., Lambregtse-Van den Berg, M. P., & Tiemeier, H. (2011). The 
association between paternal sensitivity and infant–father attachment security: A 
meta-analysis of three decades of research. Journal of Family Psychology, 25(6), 
986–992. doi:10.1037/a0025855 
Lucas-Thompson, R., & Clarke-Stewart, K. A. (2007). Forecasting friendship: How marital 
quality, maternal mood, and attachment security are linked to children’s peer 
relationships. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 28(5–6), 499–514. 
doi:10.1016/j.appdev.2007.06.004 
77 
 
Lundy, B. L. (2002). Paternal socio-psychological factors and infant attachment: The 
mediating role of synchrony in father-infant interactions. Infant Behavior & 
Development, 25(2), 221–236. doi:10.1016/s0163-6383(02)00123-6 
Lyons-Ruth, K., Alpern, L., & Repacholi, B. (1993). Disorganized infant attachment 
classification and maternal psychosocial problems as predictors of hostile-aggressive 
behavior in the preschool classroom. Child Development, 64(2), 572–585. 
doi:10.2307/1131270 
Madigan, S., Brumariu, L. E., Villani, V., Atkinson, L., & Lyons-Ruth, K. (2016). 
Representational and questionnaire measures of attachment: A meta-analysis of 
relations to child internalizing and externalizing problems. Psychological Bulletin, 
142(4), 367–399. doi:10.1037/bul0000029 
Madsen, S. D., & Collins, W. A. (2011). The salience of adolescent romantic experiences for 
romantic relationship qualities in young adulthood. Journal of Research on 
Adolescence, 21(4), 789–801. doi:10.1111/j.1532-7795.2011.00737.x 
Main, M., & Hesse, E. (1990). Parents’ unresolved traumatic experiences are related to infant 
disorganized attachment status: Is frightened and/or frightening parental behavior the 
linking mechanism? In M. T. Greenberg, D. Cicchetti, & E. M. Cummings (Eds.), 
Attachment in the preschool years: Theory, research, and intervention (pp. 161–182). 
Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press. 
Marvin, R. S., & Stewart, R. B. (1990). A family systems framework for the study of 
attachment. In M. T. Greenberg, D. Cicchetti, & E. M. Cummings (Eds.), Attachment 
in the preschool years: Theory, research, and intervention. Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press. 
78 
 
McCoy, K., Cummings, E. M., & Davies, P. T. (2009). Constructive and destructive marital 
conflict, emotional security and children’s prosocial behavior. Journal of Child 
Psychology & Psychiatry, 50(3), 270–279. doi:10.1111/j.1469-7610.2008.01945.x 
McHale, J. P., Lauretti, A., Talbot, J., & Pouquette, C. (2002). Retrospect and prospect in the 
psychological study of coparenting and family group process. In J. H. McHale & W. 
S. Grolnick (Eds.), Retrospect and prospect in the psychological study of families (pp. 
127–166). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
McIntosh, J. E. (2011). The family law DOORS: Risk screening tools. Canberra: Australian 
Government Attorney General’s Department. 
McIntosh, J. E., & Tan, E. S. (2017). Young children in divorce and separation: Pilot study of 
a mediation-based co-parenting intervention. Family Court Review, 55(3), 329–344. 
doi:10.1111/fcre.12291 
Meier, A., & Allen, G. (2009). Romantic relationships from adolescence to young adulthood: 
Evidence from the national longitudinal study of adolescent health. The Sociological 
Quarterly, 50(2), 308–335. doi:10.1111/j.1533-8525.2009.01142.x 
Minuchin, S. (1974). Families and family therapy. Boston, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Minuchin, S., Rosman, B. L., & Baker, L. (1978). Psychosomatic families: Anorexia nervosa 
in context. Boston, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Moore, G. A. (2009). When negative is positive. Monographs of the Society for Research in 
Child Development, 74(1), 89–97. doi:10.1111/j.1540-5834.2009.00510.x 
Moss, E., Cyr, C., & Dubois-Comtois, K. (2004). Attachment at early school age and 
developmental risk: Examining family contexts and behavior problems of controlling-
79 
 
caregiving, controlling-punitive, and behaviorally disorganized children. 
Developmental Psychology, 40(4), 519–532. doi:10.1037/0012-1649.40.4.519 
Mueller, V., Jouriles, E. N., McDonald, R., & Rosenfield, D. (2014). Children’s appraisals 
and involvement in interparental conflict: Do they contribute independently to child 
adjustment? Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 43(6), 1041–1054. 
doi:10.1007/s10802-014-9953-y 
Olson, D. H., & Ryder, R. G. (1970). Inventory of Marital Conflicts (IMC): An experimental 
interaction procedure. Journal of Marriage & Family, 32(3), 443–448. 
doi:10.2307/350110 
Owen, M. T., & Cox, M. J. (1997). Marital conflict and the development of infant-parent 
attachment relationships. Journal of Family Psychology, 11(2), 152–164. 
doi:10.1037/0893-3200.11.2.152 
Pederson, D. R., Bailey, H. N., Tarabulsy, G. M., Bento, S., & Moran, G. (2014). 
Understanding sensitivity: Lessons learned from the legacy of Mary Ainsworth. 
Attachment & Human Development, 16(3), 261–270. 
doi:10.1080/14616734.2014.900094 
Posada, G., & Pratt, D. M. (2008). Physical aggression in the family and preschoolers’ use of 
the mother as a secure base. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 34(1), 14–27. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1752-0606.2008.00050.x 
Renken, B., Egeland, B., Marvinney, D., Mangelsdorf, S., & Sroufe, L. A. (1989). Early 
childhood antecedents of aggression and passive-withdrawal in early elementary 
school. Journal of Personality, 57(2), 257–281. doi:10.1111/j.1467-
6494.1989.tb00483.x 
80 
 
Roisman, G., Collins, A., Sroufe, A., & Egeland, B. (2005). Predictors of young adults’ 
representations of and behavior in their current romantic relationship: Prospective 
tests of the prototype hypothesis. Attachment & Human Development, 7(2), 105–121. 
doi:10.1080/14616730500134928 
Rosenthal, R., & DiMatteo, M. R. (2001). Meta-analysis: Recent developments in 
quantitative methods for literature reviews. Annual Review of Psychology, 52, 59–82. 
doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.59 
Sabourin, S., Valois, P., & Lussier, Y. (2005). Development and validation of a brief version 
of the dyadic adjustment scale with a nonparametric item analysis model. 
Psychological Assessment, 17(1), 15–27. doi:10.1037/1040-3590.17.1.15 
Satir, V. (1972). Peoplemaking. Palo Alto, CA: Science and Behavior Books. 
Schulz, K. F., & Grimes, D. A. (2002). Sample size slippages in randomized trials: 
Exclusions and the lost and wayward. Lancet, 359(9308), 781–785. 
doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(02)07882-0 
Shaw, D. S., & Vondra, J. I. (1993). Chronic family adversity and infant attachment security. 
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry and Allied Disciplines, 34(7), 1205–
1215. doi:10.1111/j.1469-7610.1993.tb01783.x 
Simpson, J. A., Collins, W. A., Farrell, A. K., & Raby, K. L. (2015). Attachment and 
relationships across time: An organizational-developmental perspective. In V. Zayas 
& C. Hazan (Eds.), Bases of adult attachment (pp. 61–78). New York, NY: Springer. 
Simpson, J. A., Collins, W. A., & Salvatore, J. E. (2011). The impact of early interpersonal 
experience on adult romantic relationship functioning: Recent findings from the 
81 
 
Minnesota longitudinal study of risk and adaptation. Current Directions in 
Psychological Science, 20(6), 355–359. doi:10.1177/0963721411418468 
Slade, A. (2005). Parental reflective functioning: An introduction. Attachment & Human 
Development, 7(3), 269–281. doi:10.1080/14616730500245906 
Spanier, G. B. (1976). Measuring dyadic adjustment: New scales for assessing the quality of 
marriage and similar dyads. Journal of Marriage & Family, 38(1), 15–28. 
doi:10.2307/350547 
Spanier, G. B., & Cole, C. L. (1976). Toward clarification and investigation of marital 
adjustment. International Journal of Sociology of the Family, 6(1), 121–146. 
Speltz, M. L., Endriga, M. C., Fisher, P. A., & Mason, C. A. (1997). Early predictors of 
attachment in infants with cleft lip and/or palate. Child Development, 68(1), 12–25. 
Sroufe, L. A. (2005). Attachment and development: A prospective, longitudinal study from 
birth to adulthood. Attachment & Human Development, 7(4), 349–367. 
doi:10.1080/14616730500365928 
Sroufe, L. A., Egeland, B., Carlson, E. A., & Collins, W. A. (Eds.). (2005). The development 
of the person: The Minnesota study of risk and adaptation from birth to adulthood. 
New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Straus, M. A., Hamby, S. L., Boney-McCoy, S., & Sugarman, D. B. (1996). The revised 
Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS2): Development and preliminary psychometric data. 
Journal of Family Issues, 17(3), 283–316. doi:10.1177/019251396017003001 
Taylor, B., Wylie, E., Dempster, M., & Donnelly, M. (2007). Systematically retrieving 
research: A case study evaluating seven databases. Research on Social Work Practice, 
17(6), 697–706. doi:10.1177/1049731507304402 
82 
 
Twenge, J. M., Campbell, W. K., & Foster, C. A. (2003). Parenthood and marital satisfaction: 
A meta-analytic review. Journal of Marriage & Family, 65(3), 574–583. 
Valle, G., & Tillman, K. H. (2014). Childhood family structure and romantic relationships 
during the transition to adulthood. Journal of Family Issues, 35(1), 97–124. 
doi:10.1177/0192513X12463555 
van IJzendoorn, M. H., Vereijken, C. M. J. L., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., & Riksen-
Walraven, M. J. (2004). Assessing attachment security with the Attachment Q Sort: 
Meta-analytic evidence for the validity of the observer AQS. Child Development, 
75(4), 1188–1213. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00733.x 
Verhage, M. L., Schuengel, C., Madigan, S., Fearon, R. M. P., Oosterman, M., Cassibba, R., 
Bakermans-Kranenburg. M. J., & van IJzendoorn, M. H. (2016). Narrowing the 
transmission gap: A synthesis of three decades of research on intergenerational 
transmission of attachment. Psychological Bulletin, 142(4), 337–366. 
doi:10.1037/bul0000038 
Viechtbauer, W. (2010). Conducting meta-analyses in R with the Metafor package. Journal 
of Statistical Software, 36, 3. 
Vogel, E. F., & Bell, N. W. (1960). The emotionally disturbed child as a family scapegoat. In 
N. W. Bell & E. F. Vogel (Eds.), A modern introduction to the family (pp. 382–397). 
New York, NY: Free Press. 
Volling, B. L., & Belsky, J. (1992). Infant, father, and marital antecedents of infant-father 
attachment security in dual-earner and single-earner families. International Journal of 
Behavioral Development, 15(1), 83–100. doi:10.1177/016502549201500105 
83 
 
Vu, N. L., Jouriles, E. N., McDonald, R., & Rosenfield, D. (2016). Children’s exposure to 
intimate partner violence: A meta-analysis of longitudinal associations with child 
adjustment problems. Clinical Psychology Review, 46, 25–33. 
doi:10.1016/j.cpr.2016.04.003 
Waters, E., & Deane, K. E. (1985). Defining and assessing individual differences in 
attachment relationships: Q-methodology and the organization of behavior in infancy 
and early childhood. In I. Bretherton & E. Waters (Eds.), Growing points of 
attachment theory and research (pp. 41–65). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press. 
Wong, M. S., Mangelsdorf, S. C., Brown, G. L., Neff, C., & Schoppe-Sullivan, S. J. (2009). 
Parental beliefs, infant temperament, and marital quality: Associations with infant-
mother and infant-father attachment. Journal of Family Psychology, 23(6), 828–838. 
doi:10.1037/a0016491 
Zemp, M., Bodenmann, G., Backes, S., Sutter-Stickel, D., & Revenson, T. A. (2016). The 
importance of parents’ dyadic coping for children. Family Relations, 65(2), 275–286. 
doi:10.1111/fare.12189 
  
84 
 
CHAPTER THREE  
General Method (Australian Temperament Project) 
3.1. Participants 
Participant data for empirical studies One and Two (presented in Chapters Four and 
Five) were drawn from the Australian Temperament Project (ATP), and ATP Generation 3 
Study (ATP-G3). General information about the ATP is presented here, while specific 
methods for empirical studies are presented in their respective chapters. 
The ATP is a population-based longitudinal study that has tracked the social and 
emotional development of the main cohort born in the state of Victoria (Generation 2; G2) 
over 35 years, from infancy to adulthood, as well as that of their parents (Generation 1; G1). 
The initial sample comprised G2 infants aged four to eight months and their G1 parents, 
recruited in 1983 via Maternal and Child Health services across urban and rural areas of the 
state of Victoria, Australia (Prior, Sanson, Smart, & Oberklaid, 2000; Vassallo & Sanson, 
2013). At commencement of the study, 52% of G2 infants were male, and 48% were female. 
Targeted recruitment areas were selected using Australian Bureau of Statistics data that 
identified locales that would provide a representative sample of the population in Victoria. 
These areas included 67 Local Government Authority areas (LGAs), 20 urban and 47 rural 
areas.  
3.2. Procedure 
G1 families attending Maternal and Child Health Centres in the selected LGAs were 
provided an ATP questionnaire for completion during a two-week period (22nd April to 6th 
May 1983). In total, 2,443 families returned completed questionnaires in provided pre-paid 
envelopes. Participants provided informed consent under study protocols approved by the 
Human Research Ethics Committee of the institution or organisation at which the lead 
investigator was located at the time. This has varied across the life of the project and has 
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included the Royal Children’s Hospital, the University of Melbourne, Deakin University, and 
the Australian Institute of Family Studies. 
In addition to the parent questionnaires, Maternal and Child Health Nurses also 
completed a questionnaire regarding relevant medical information (e.g., birth history, weight, 
feeding method), a rating of the child’s temperament, and their perception of the current 
adjustment of the parent-infant dyad. Nurses identified G1 parents who had difficulties 
completing the questionnaire due to literacy or language problems.  
Data about G1 and G2 were collected approximately every two years from 1983 using 
a mail survey methodology in which questionnaires and reply-paid envelopes were provided. 
G1 parents were asked to complete these questionnaires from when G2 participants were 4-8 
months old (Wave 1) to 27-28 years old (Wave 15), while G2 participants completed 
questionnaires from 11-12 years old (Wave 8) to 27-28 years old (Wave 15). Following the 
mailing of the ATP questionnaires to each participant’s postal address, one postal reminder 
letter was sent, followed by a second mail-out of questionnaires to participants who did not 
respond. If no response was received from the letters, participants would receive a final 
follow-up reminder telephone call. At Waves 5, 6, and 8, parents provided the study with 
contact details of their ATP child’s primary school teacher, and teachers were contacted 
directly to complete surveys.  
Domains assessed in the questionnaires issued during G2’s childhood included 
temperament, behavioural and emotional problems, physical health, family stress, school 
adjustment, reading skill, and social competence. In adolescence, items about personality, 
civic mindedness, mental health, antisocial behaviours, and relationships with peers, parents 
and romantic partners were included in the questionnaires. In emerging and young adulthood, 
in addition to the domains assessed in adolescence, further domains included occupational 
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and vocational pursuits, spirituality/religion, driving experiences, and attitudes toward 
marriage and childbearing. See Figure 3.1 for domains assessed at each wave.  
In 2012, the ATP launched the Generation 3 (ATP-G3) study, commencing a new 
phase of ongoing data collection to include the assessment of offspring of G2 participants, 
Generation 3 (G3). The primary aim of the ATP-G3 study is to recruit and assess 1,000 ATP 
G3 children to explore the extent to which parent (and grandparent) preconception life 
histories determine: a) parental social and emotional health during parenthood, b) parent-
child attachment security, and c) offspring social, cognitive, and emotional health. 
Pregnancies are identified via regular telephone calls to G2 participants every six months. G2 
participants who report a pregnancy are invited at 32 weeks gestation to complete a 
Computer-Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI) or web survey. Participants were again 
asked to complete a CATI or web survey at eight weeks postpartum, one, four and six years 
of age (Life@1, Life@4 and Life@6 respectively).  
Domains assessed in the CATIs include parental social and emotional health (e.g., 
postnatal mental health and substance use, relationship quality, social support), parent-child 
attachment security (e.g., parental felt bond to their child, parenting style, observational 
assessments of infant attachment and caregiver sensitivity), and offspring social and 
emotional health (e.g., behaviour problems, sleeping and feeding, language and learning). 
DNA swabs are also collected from the G3 child at eight weeks postpartum, Life@1 and 
Life@4. Table 3.1 presents the survey respondents at each wave of data collection.
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Figure 3.1.  Domains assessed for G1 and G2 at each wave of the ATP. 
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Table 3.1. Details about each wave of ATP data collection.  
Wave Year G2 participant age Respondent(s) 
1 1983 4-8 months G1 parent, Maternal and Child Health nurse 
2 1984 1-2 years G1 parent 
3 1985 2-3 years G1 parent 
4 1986 3-4 years G1 parent 
5 1988 5-6 years G1 parent, primary school teacher 
6 1990 7-8 years G1 parent, primary school teacher 
7 1992 9-10 years G1 parent 
8 1994 11-12 years G1 parent, primary school teacher, G2 participant 
9 1995 12-13 years G1 parent, G2 participant 
10 1996 13-14 years G1 parent, G2 participant 
11 1998 15-16 years G1 parent, G2 participant 
12* 2000 17-18 years G1 parent, G2 participant 
13 2002 19-20 years G1 parent, G2 participant 
14* 2006 23-24 years G1 parent, G2 participant 
15* 2010 27-28 years G1 parent, G2 participant 
ATP-G3 Study (from 2011) 
Wave G3 child age Respondent(s) 
1* 32 weeks gestation G2 participant 
2 Birth G2 participant 
3 8 weeks postpartum G2 participant 
4* 1 year G2 participant, G3 child 
5 4 years G2 participant, G3 child 
6 6 years G2 participant 
*Waves used in empirical studies One and Two (Chapters Four and Five). 
 
Following completion of the Life@1 CATI, G2 participants are invited to attend the 
Melbourne Attachment and Caregiving (MAC) Lab with their G3 child for an observational 
assessment. The MAC Lab is located at the Royal Children’s Hospital and Deakin University 
(Burwood or Waterfront campuses). The Life@1 assessment predominantly involves the G2 
parent and G3 infant participating in the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP). Each session is 
recorded on two GoPro video cameras to cover all angles of the room, and subsequently 
analysed by trained reliable coders for infant-parent attachment using the coding system by 
Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, and Wall (1978), and caregiver sensitivity using the Maternal 
Behavior Q-Sort (MBQS; Pederson et al., 1990). After training and obtaining reliability for 
infant attachment ABCD classification with Judith Solomon in November 2017, the author of 
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this thesis contributed to the coding of the ATP infant SSP cases. The author is also reliable 
in the coding of infant MBQS.  
The ATP initially invited G3’s primary caregivers to attend the Life@1 observational 
assessment, resulting in participation of G2 mothers and partners of G2 fathers (i.e., non-ATP 
mothers). Subsequently, the ATP modified its recruitment strategy to invite only ATP 
participants (i.e., G2 mothers and G2 fathers) for the Life@1 observational assessment. At 
the time of submission, the ATP-G3 study had 205 G2 mothers, 31 G2 fathers, and 47 non-
ATP mothers who had participated in the Life@1 observational assessment.  
When G3 is four years old, G2 ATP participants are again invited to attend the Lab 
with their child for a Life@4 observational assessment. This assessment involves the 
preschool adaptation of the SSP, and other tasks that assess cognitive and social-emotional 
capabilities (e.g., psychometric assessment). The author of this thesis has trained with 
Professor Robert Marvin in August 2015 and is reliable in the coding of preschool 
attachment, contributing to the coding within the ATP.  
Attrition in the ATP has occurred on average at a rate of less than 1% per year. Table 
3.2 presents sample characteristics across the various study waves assessed in this thesis. 
Relative to the original ATP cohort at Wave 1, higher proportions of the retained sample 
were from higher socio-economic backgrounds. Higher proportions of the retained sample 
also reported having either or both G1 parents born in Australia.   
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Table 3.2. Sample characteristics of ATP waves assessed in this thesis.  
    
G1 Wave 1 
(N=2443) 
G1 Wave 12 
(N=1272) 
G2 Wave 14 
(N=970) 
G2 Wave 15 
(N=1021) 
G3 Pregnancy 
(N=502) 
G3 1 Year 
(N=601) 
    % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI 
SES (Quartiles)             
 Highest 26.6 (24.9-28.4) 34.0 (31.4-36.6) 34.7 (31.8-37.8) 35.3 (32.4-38.3) 33.9 (29.8-38.1) 32.6 (29.0-36.5) 
 Medium-high 29.1 (27.4-31.0) 30.0 (27.6-32.6) 32.2 (29.3-35.2) 30.1 (27.3-33.0) 31.9 (27.9-36.1) 30.8 (27.2-34.6) 
 Medium-low 24.4 (22.7-26.1) 23.2 (21.0-25.6) 21.7 (19.2-24.4) 21.9 (19.5-24.6) 22.5 (19.1-26.4) 23.0 (19.8-26.5) 
 Lowest 19.7 (18.2-21.4) 12.8 (11.1-14.8) 11.4 (9.6-13.6) 12.8 (10.9-15.0) 11.8 (9.2-14.9) 13.6 (11.1-16.6) 
Mother's country of birth             
 Australia 79.6 (78.0-81.2) 84.3 (82.2-86.2) 84.7 (82.3-86.9) 84.3 (81.9-86.4) 83.7 (80.2-86.7) 85.4 (82.3-88.0) 
 United Kingdom 6.0 (5.1-7.0) 5.6 (4.4-7.0) 5.7 (4.4-7.3) 4.9 (3.7-6.4) 5.0 (3.4-7.3) 5.3 (3.8-7.4) 
 Other 14.0 (12.7-15.4) 9.9 (8.4-11.7) 9.4 (7.7-11.4) 10.6 (8.9-12.7) 11.2 (8.7-14.2) 9.2 (7.1-11.7) 
Father's country of birth             
 Australia 71.8 (70.0-73.6) 77.4 (75.1-79.7) 78.0 (75.3-80.5) 77.1 (74.4-79.6) 75.7 (71.7-79.3) 77.0 (73.5-80.2) 
 United Kingdom 7.1 (6.2-8.2) 6.9 (5.7-8.5) 6.9 (5.5-8.7) 6.3 (5.0-8.0) 8.2 (6.1-10.9) 8.2 (6.2-10.6) 
 Other 19.0 (17.5-20.6) 14.5 (12.6-16.5) 14.3 (12.3-16.7) 16.1 (14.0-18.5) 15.9 (13.0-19.4) 14.6 (12.0-17.7) 
    Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI 
Infant 
            
 Behavioural problems 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 1.7 (1.7-1.7) 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 1.7 (1.6-1.8) 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 
  Difficult temperament 2.5 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 
Note. CI = Confidence interval. SES = Socio-economic status. Infant behavioural problems assessed on the BITSEA. Easy-difficult temperament assessed on the Revised Infant Temperament 
Questionnaire.  
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3.3. Measures 
The empirical studies in Chapters Four and Five report on a range of measures 
collected from G1, G2 and G3 participants over the course of the ATP to assess for couple 
relationship quality and conflict, romantic attachment in young adulthood, and infant 
attachment. Full details of the variables for each study are presented in their respective 
chapters (Chapters Four and Five).  
3.4. Statistical Analysis 
Details pertaining to each empirical study’s analyses are outlined in their respective 
chapters (Chapters Four and Five).  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Parents’ Couple Relationship History:  
Prospective Associations with Offspring Romantic Attachment  
 
4.1. Chapter Overview 
Previous research has established intergenerational links between couple relationship 
qualities of parents and their offspring, as well as the close associations between romantic 
attachment and couple relationship outcomes. Empirical Study One further builds on the 
differential findings of couple relationship qualities in Chapter Two, analysing couple quality 
and inter-parental conflict separately. Direct effects of each construct on offspring romantic 
attachment are first assessed, followed by interactive (multiplicative and additive) effects 
between couple quality and inter-parental conflict.  
This study involves analysis of data from Generation 1 (parents) and Generation 2 
(offspring) of the Australian Temperament Project (ATP). The ATP is a population based 
longitudinal study and this thesis is rooted in psychological concepts of attachment and the 
couple relationship. Although the two fields have generally been considered separate from 
each other, this study aims to bridge the gap by presenting both continuous analyses 
(generally accepted by psychology scholars) and categorical analyses (generally accepted by 
epidemiology scholars).  
The study presented in this chapter has been submitted to an academic journal and is 
currently under review (see Appendix C for evidence of submission). The journal has specific 
guidelines for formatting and referencing, and this paper was prepared in accordance with 
those guidelines.  
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4.2. Abstract 
With an Australian population-based cohort of over 2000 families observed across 35 
years, we examined the influence of childhood exposure to conflict and quality within 
parents’ relationship on romantic attachment at 27-28 years (n=757). Using a linear 
regression framework, higher parent conflict and lower couple relationship quality were each 
associated with offspring avoidant romantic attachment. To inform targeted intervention, four 
risk exposure groups were examined in a logistic regression framework: Affectively Engaged 
(High Quality and Some Conflict), Positively Engaged (High Quality and Rare Conflict), 
Negatively Engaged (Low Quality and Some Conflict), and Affectively Disengaged (Low 
Quality and Rare Conflict). Odds of reporting romantic attachment avoidance were lowest for 
offspring in the Affectively Engaged group. Relative to this group, these odds doubled in the 
Negatively Engaged group and quadrupled in the Affectively Disengaged group. Findings 
suggest affectively disengaged, and low quality-conflicted relationships carry independent 
long-term risk for offspring security in romantic relationships.  
Keywords: romantic attachment; conflict; quality; relationship processes; intergenerational 
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4.3. Introduction 
The attachment of a young child to their caregiver is thought to serve the functions of 
protection and survival through the set goal of maintaining physical and emotional proximity 
to the caregiver during times of distress, threat or danger (Bowlby, 1969). In adolescence, 
attachment to parents progressively re-distributes into attachment relationships that come to 
include others outside the family, in particular, peers (Allen, 2008). Research over two 
decades has described the processes through which romantic partners begin to subsume, 
fulfill and expand the functions of attachments to parents (Tancredy & Fraley, 2006). From a 
developmental perspective, the nature and quality of relationships formed in young adulthood 
are particularly important, preceding the transition to parenthood and setting the relational 
foundation from which next-generation offspring will structure their attachment responses 
(Crowell & Treboux, 1995). From the social psychology perspective, expectations about the 
availability and responsiveness of a romantic attachment figure not only reflect family-of-
origin experiences (Bartholomew, 1990; Bowlby, 1969; Collins & Read, 1994; Fraley & 
Roisman, 2015a, 2015b; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003), but structure the social environment of 
the next generation (Fraley, Roisman, Booth-LaForce, Owen, & Holland, 2013; Roisman, 
Collins, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2005; Zayas, Mischel, Shoda, & Aber, 2011). 
The measurement of attachment has traditionally been defined through the 
developmental lens, measured in early childhood via observational methods, and 
subsequently in childhood, teen and adult through representational measures. In contrast, 
romantic attachment or adult attachment style has largely been the domain of social 
psychology and measured via self-report (Gillath, Karantzas, & Fraley, 2016). Given the 
measures available to this study, we focus on the latter theoretical literature. In the social 
psychology tradition, adult romantic attachment is predominantly conceptualized along the 
personality dimensions of avoidance and ambivalence, each relative to secure attachment 
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(Gillath et al., 2016). Romantic attachment security was originally conceived in parallel with 
childhood attachment security as comfort in the use of partners for safety, low avoidance in 
times of need, and confidence in the responsiveness and availability of partners (Hazan & 
Shaver, 1987). In contrast, avoidance reflects a relative lack of comfort, quality, and intimacy 
in romantic relationships, valuing of self-sufficiency, independence and control, underlying 
negative views of romantic partners, and beliefs that emotional proximity is impossible or 
undesirable (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Karantzas, Feeney, & Wilkinson, 2010). As 
such, distancing or deactivating coping strategies are often used with defensive suppression 
of negative thoughts or emotions to promote autonomy, masking fragile self-representations 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003, 2007). Ambivalence reflects worry about insufficient intimacy, 
worry about abandonment or being otherwise de-valued by romantic partners, with associated 
heavy investment in relationships, vigilance to signs of being forsaken and a need for close 
psychological proximity to partners (Eastwick & Finkel, 2008; Gillath, Bunge, Shaver, 
Wendelken, & Mikulincer, 2005; Mikulincer, Gillath, & Shaver, 2002). Negativity toward 
self and doubts about self-worth while holding positive views of the romantic partner are 
common (Brennan et al., 1998; Karantzas et al., 2010). 
Security of attachment to romantic partners is linked to sensitive caregiving 
experienced in childhood, and, within longitudinal studies, has been associated with a broad 
cluster of social and emotional advantages (Fraley et al., 2013; Roisman et al., 2005; Zayas et 
al., 2011). The Minnesota Longitudinal Study of Risk and Adaptation found infants classified 
as secure were more likely as young adults to speak coherently about their romantic 
relationship, and to have a better relationship with their partner (Roisman et al., 2005). In a 
separate cohort study (n=707, Fraley et al., 2013), insecure romantic attachment in young 
adulthood was associated with low friendship quality in early childhood to mid-adolescence. 
Avoidance at 18 years was predicted by maternal insensitivity and poor social competence 
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across childhood and adolescence. Ambivalence was predicted by higher levels of maternal 
depression over time. In a smaller study of 36 families, Zayas et al. (2011) found sensitive 
maternal caregiving and an absence of controlling caregiving at 18 months were associated 
with lower romantic attachment anxiety in offspring at 22 years.  
The influence of parents’ marital relationship quality during childhood on subsequent 
young adult attachment security was first reported by Hazan and Shaver (1987), and 
replication and extension of these findings is ongoing (Futterman, 2006). Likewise, 
prospective intergenerational studies continue to link exposures to high inter-parental conflict 
during childhood with high conflict in their offspring’s marital relationships (Amato & 
Booth, 2001; Cui, Fincham, & Pasley, 2008). Jones et al. (2017) found inter-parental conflict 
at age 14 years and parents’ separation or divorce predicted instability in adolescents’ self-
reported attachment styles over the next five years. Ehrensaft, Knous-Westfall, and Cohen 
(2011) found parents’ couple quality when offspring were 14 years predicted offspring 
romantic relationship functioning 17 years later.  
These findings suggest the quality of parents’ couple relationships during the 
childhood and adolescent years plays an important role in their offspring’s later romantic 
attachment security. The literature to date in this field has predominantly relied on single time 
point measurement and retrospective recall by offspring of parent relationships which may be 
biased by the parent-child relationship (e.g., Ehrensaft et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2017; 
Futterman, 2006; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). A central impediment in this research is sensitivity 
in the measurement of inter-parental relationship quality. A meta-analysis by Tan, McIntosh, 
Kothe, Opie, and Olsson (2017) examined associations between parents’ couple relationship 
and attachment security in offspring aged five years and younger, and reported differential 
findings for constructive and destructive aspects of the couple relationship. Disaggregation of 
these elements allows for finer testing of causal distinctions. Finally, a need for attention to 
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nuanced patterns within parenting relationship quality remains (Cummings & Davies, 2002; 
Davies, Martin, & Cicchetti, 2012). Linear associations between parental relationships and 
offspring attachment are increasingly understood. However, less well understood is the 
interplay between inter-parental conflict and couple quality and discrete risk exposure groups 
which could inform targeted interventions. For example, no study to date has examined the 
combined effects of low and high couple relationship quality and conflict levels and their 
impacts through various patterns of parental affective engagement and disengagement. The 
current study builds on these observations, examining the unique influences of quality and 
conflict in the parental relationship, and of their combined influence via various patterns of 
affective engagement, on offspring romantic attachment.  
4.3.1. Overview of the present research. 
The purpose of this study was to prospectively examine the independent and 
combined influence of conflict and quality within parents’ couple relationship during 
childhood and adolescence on offspring romantic attachment status in young adulthood, at 
27-28 years. Data were drawn from the Australian Temperament Project, a 35-year (15 
waves) population-based longitudinal study of social and emotional development. 
Assessments of couple relationship quality were reported by parents when offspring were 17-
18 years old for two phases of offspring development: childhood (4-8 months to 11-12 years), 
and adolescence (12-13 to 17-18 years). Analyses for this study were exploratory. Direct and 
interactive effects were first evaluated using continuous representations of conflict and 
quality, followed by categorical analyses to test discrete groupings of parental engagement 
that would more clearly inform public health policy and clinical translation (Knol & 
VanderWeele, 2012; VanderWeele & Knol, 2014).  
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4.4. Method 
4.4.1. Participants  
Participant data were drawn from the Australian Temperament Project (ATP), a 
population-based longitudinal study that has tracked the social and emotional development of 
the main cohort (Generation 2; G2) over 35 years, from infancy to adulthood, as well as that 
of their parents (Generation 1; G1). The initial sample comprised 2443 infants and their 
parents, recruited via maternal and child health services across urban and rural areas of the 
state of Victoria, Australia, to provide a representative sample (Prior, Sanson, Smart, & 
Oberklaid, 2000).  
Data in the current study were collected via postal survey from 1272 G1 parents in 
2000, when G2 participants were 17-18 years old (Wave 12). Data were collected via postal 
or online survey from 1018 G2 participants ten years later at age 27-28 years (Wave 15). 
Relative to the original ATP sample at Wave 1, G1 participants at Wave 12 and G2 
participants at Wave 15 were more likely to report higher socioeconomic status and to report 
their ethnicity as Caucasian (detailed statistics on attrition are presented in Appendix E.1). 
Only participants who completed the G2 Wave 15 survey and whose parents completed the 
G1 Wave 12 survey (n=757) were included in the analyses.  
4.4.2. Outcomes measure: G2 romantic attachment. 
At Wave 15, young adult G2 participants completed the Adult Attachment 
Questionnaire (Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996) 
measuring attachment avoidance and ambivalence toward romantic partners. If participants 
had never been in a romantic relationship, they were asked to respond in terms of how they 
think they would feel. Attachment avoidance was assessed by eight items, such as “I find it 
relatively easy to get close to others” and “I find it difficult to trust others completely”. 
Attachment ambivalence was assessed by nine items, such as “Others often are reluctant to 
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get as close as I would like” and “I often worry that my partner(s) don’t really love me.” 
Response options ranged from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 7 = “Strongly agree”. Cronbach’s 
alpha for the avoidance and ambivalence scales were 0.85 and 0.81 respectively. High scores 
on the attachment avoidance scale reflect negative views of others and discomfort with 
quality and intimacy in romantic relationships. High scores on the ambivalence scale reflect 
strong negative views of self as worthy in romantic relationships, preoccupation with fear of 
abandonment or loss, and doubt about partners’ level of commitment.  
4.4.3. Exposure measure: G1 couple relationship. 
At Wave 12, if they had a partner(s) during G2’s childhood or adolescence, the G1 
parent (approximately 96% mothers) reported on couple quality and inter-parental conflict 
for the period of G2’s adolescence (12-13 to 17-18 years), as well as retrospectively for the 
period of G2’s childhood (4-8 months to 11-12 years). Items applied to all partners with 
whom the G1 parent had lived with during each period. The scores for all time periods were 
averaged to create variables for the combined period (4-8 months to 17-18 years).  
The couple quality scale (positivity, love, satisfaction, partner support) comprised 
eight items from the Relationship Assessment Scale (Hendrick, 1988), such as “Do/did you 
feel satisfied with your relationship?” and “Do/did you feel you love your partner?” Response 
options ranged from 1 = “Never” to 5 = “Always”. Cronbach’s alpha for the couple quality 
scale was 0.95 and 0.96 for childhood and adolescence respectively.  
The inter-parental conflict scale (everyday disagreements to overt conflict behaviors) 
comprised seven items from the Overt Hostility Scale (Porter & O’Leary, 1980), such as 
“Do/did you have arguments in front of the ATP child?” and “Do/did you show verbal 
hostility in front of the ATP child?” Response options ranged from 1 = “Never” to 5 = 
102 
 
“Always”. Cronbach’s alpha for the inter-parental conflict scale was 0.83 for both childhood 
and adolescence.  
4.4.4. Potential confounders. 
Wave 1 baseline adjustments (i.e., when G2 was 4-8 months old) were made for G1 
father and mother education and age, G2 ethnicity (reported Caucasian or Non-Caucasian), 
and G2 sex. Further adjustment was made for G1 relationship separation(s), to account for 
any significant disruption or loss in the parental relationship, and G1’s report of the parent-
child relationship. G1 relationship separation(s) was derived from any G1 report of 
divorce/separation/being widowed during two time periods: when G2 was 4-8 months to 12-
13 years, and when G2 was 4-8 months to 19-20 years. G1’s report of the parent-child 
relationship was assessed when G2 was 17-18 years using the short form of the Conflict 
Behavior Questionnaire (Prinz, 1977; Robin & Foster, 1989). This measure consisted of 19 
positive and negative items, such as “We discuss problems and feel good about our 
solutions” and “We have big arguments about little things.”  
4.4.5. Analytic procedure. 
Analyses were conducted in Stata SE 14.1. Sample characteristics were reported and 
analyzed for sex differences using Chi-square and t-tests. Pearson’s correlations were run for 
the exposure and outcome variables, and for covariates. The main analysis was conducted in 
two parts. First, we assessed direct and interactive effects of G1 couple quality and inter-
parental conflict on G2 romantic attachment avoidance and ambivalence on a continuous 
scale in linear regression analyses using a product-term interaction. Initial unadjusted models 
(see Appendix E.2) were subsequently adjusted for theoretically proposed potential 
confounders. Second, to identify discrete risk exposure groups that could inform targeted 
preventive intervention, analyses were repeated within a sufficient causes framework 
(Rothman, 2002) using a logistic regression framework. The sufficient causes framework, or 
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two-by-four additive interaction approach (Rothman, 2002), posits that a finite set of 
component causes are assembled over time, building a causal mechanism underlying a 
particular phenomenon (Botto, 2007; Botto & Khoury, 2001). Component causes are 
necessary, but not sufficient, to complete a risk mechanism. The interaction between 
component causes occurs when the risk created by two component causes exceeds the 
summed effect of each risk’s independent contribution. Using the two-by-four additive 
interaction approach (Rothman, 2002), independent and joint effects of couple quality and 
inter-parental conflict were assessed using logistic regression analyses. The two-by-four 
format is well-supported for assessing the public health importance of interactions (Knol & 
VanderWeele, 2012; VanderWeele & Knol, 2014), and is in line with the Strengthening the 
Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology (STROBE) statement (Vandenbroucke 
et al., 2014; von Elm et al., 2014); see Botto (2007) and VanderWeele & Knol (2014) for 
detailed explanations and illustrations. 
For the purposes of the logistic regression, binary variables were created. 
Dichotomization of G1 exposure variables reflected response distribution (e.g., skewness) 
and response frequency above the cut-point (i.e., analytic power). Couple quality was 
dichotomized with a cut point of ≤4 of 5, which yielded 41.88% of the sample in the “Low 
Quality” group, relative to the “High Quality” group. Inter-parental conflict was 
dichotomized with a cut point of >2 of 5, which resulted in 41.24% of the sample in the 
“Rare Conflict” group, relative to the “Some Conflict” group. In the absence of established 
cut-points for dichotomizing romantic attachment avoidance and ambivalence outcome 
variables, extreme groups were formed from the top tertile (33.3%) and the bottom two 
tertiles (66.7%) of the distribution of scores for each subscale and compared. Discrete risk 
exposure groups were created based on the findings from the linear regression analyses and 
stratified by a binary classification (top tertile) of each G2 attachment avoidance and 
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ambivalence dimension to create a two-by-four table format. This format allowed comparison 
of risk estimates between different levels of quality and conflict and the examination of any 
additive interaction.  
Following the analytic approach taken in prior ATP studies (Krug et al., 2016; Olsson 
et al., 2013; Smart, Youssef, Sanson, Prior, Toumbourou, & Olsson, 2017), interaction effects 
were measured on the additive scale and quantified as the relative excess risk due to additive 
interaction (RERI). This represents the extent to which the effect of the observed risk for joint 
exposure exceeds the expected risk for no interaction (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 1992). The 
RERI was then divided by the observed risk for joint exposure to obtain an estimate of the 
attributable proportion due to interaction (AP), which is the proportion of the total observed 
risk for joint exposure attributable to the interaction effect specifically. A supra-additive 
interaction effect was deemed significant if the AP was statistically significant (Hosmer & 
Lemeshow, 1992). 
4.4.6. Missing data. 
Missing information was accounted for using multiple imputation based on the 
multivariate normal method (Lee & Carlin, 2010), which is also robust to multivariate 
nonnormality (Schafer, 1997). Twenty imputed datasets were used based on a sample 
comprising those parent-offspring dyads who provided complete data on the parental 
relationship for the combined period (the primary independent variable) and offspring 
romantic attachment (the primary dependent variable), with final results pooled using Rubin’s 
rules (Rubin, 1987). Following imputation, covariates were rounded to integer values. The 
analyses reported in this study were based on the imputed dataset. One of the 11 imputed 
variables had 5.4% missing data, while the remaining variables had <5% missing (see 
Appendix E.3 for missing data on study variables). Analyses for complete case data are 
available by request from the first author.  
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4.5. Results 
4.5.1. Descriptive statistics. 
Table 4.1 presents sample characteristics and frequencies of potential confounders, for 
the total sample, and separately for G2 males and females. G2 females were more likely than 
G2 males to have experienced parental separation in childhood. No other G2 sex differences 
were found.  
The means and standard deviations, and range of scores, for continuous measures of 
exposure and outcome variables, are presented in Table 4.2. G2 females were more likely to 
report romantic attachment avoidance than G2 males. Males and females were analyzed 
together to increase analytic power, with G2 sex included as a potential confounding factor in 
the fully adjusted regression model. 
A two-sample t-test comparison was conducted to analyze the differences in G1’s 
couple relationship between G2 participants who reported romantic attachment (n=758) and 
those who did not (n=450). G2 participants who reported romantic attachment at 27-28 years 
had parents who had reported higher levels of couple quality (t = -1.91, p = 0.06) and lower 
levels of inter-parental conflict (t = 2.68, p = 0.01) throughout childhood and adolescence. 
This result suggests that families who maintained participation in the ATP tended to have had 
better functioning G1 couple relationships historically than those who did not. Correlations 
among all variables examined are reported in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.1. Sample characteristics at commencement of ATP study (Wave 1 unless otherwise specified) (imputed dataset). 
    Total Sample   G2 Females   G2 Males   
Sex 
Differences 
    Mean SD  Mean SD  Mean SD  p 
G1 Father's age at Wave 1 (years) 30.6 0.2  30.5 0.2  30.8 0.3  0.340 
G1 Mother's age at Wave 1 (years) 28.3 0.2  28.2 0.2  28.5 0.3  0.442 
    N %  N %  N %  p 
G2 Sex  - - 
 466 61.6%  291 38.4%   
G2 Ethnicity:  
         0.872 
 Caucasian 722 95.4% 
 444 95.3%  278 95.5%   
 Non-Caucasian 35 4.6% 
 22 4.7%  13 4.5%   
G2 ever had romantic relationship* at 27-28 years 693 91.6% 
 424 91.1%  269 92.5%  0.498 
G2 in relationship at 27-28 years 602 79.5% 
 368 79.0%  234 80.4%  0.632 
G1 ever separated from partner during: 
          
 G2 4-8 months to 12-13 years 126 16.6% 
 89 19.0%  37 12.7%  0.024 
 G2 4-8 months to 19-20 years 189 25.0% 
 125 26.9%  64 22.0%  0.133 
G1 Father's education: 
         0.749 
 Postgraduate/Tertiary degree 188 24.8% 
 111 23.9%  76 26.2%   
 
Technical diploma/ 
Trade apprenticeship 
223 29.4%  142 30.5%  81 27.7%   
 High school or less 347 45.8% 
 213 45.6%  134 46.0%   
G1 Mother's education: 
         0.999 
 Postgraduate/Tertiary degree 125 16.5% 
 74 15.8%  51 17.5%   
 Technical diploma/Trade apprenticeship 150 19.8% 
 99 21.1%  51 17.6%   
 High school or less 483 63.8% 
 294 63.1%  189 64.8%   
*Romantic relationship of more than 3 months 
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Table 4.2. Frequencies for outcome and exposure variables, and comparison between G2 females and males. 
    Total Sample   G2 Females   G2 Males 
Sex  
Differences 
G1 Romantic Relationship N Mean SD Min Max  N Mean SD Min Max  N Mean SD Min Max p 
G2 4-8 mths to 11-12 yrs Quality 739 4.1 0.03 1.4 5.0  453 4.1 0.04 1.4 5.0  286 4.1 0.04 1.4 5.0 0.872 
  Conflict 739 2.2 0.02 1.0 3.9  453 2.2 0.03 1.0 3.9  286 2.2 0.03 1.0 3.9 0.951 
G2 12-13 to 17-18 yrs Quality 716 4.1 0.03 1.0 5.0  442 4.1 0.04 1.0 5.0  274 4.1 0.05 1.0 5.0 0.990 
  Conflict 718 2.2 0.02 1.0 4.3  444 2.2 0.03 1.0 4.3  274 2.2 0.03 1.0 3.8 0.779 
G2 4-8 mths to 17-18 yrs Quality 757 4.1 0.03 1.4 5.0  466 4.1 0.04 1.4 5.0  291 4.1 0.04 1.8 5.0 0.836 
  Conflict 757 2.2 0.02 1.0 3.9  466 2.2 0.02 1.0 3.9  291 2.2 0.03 1.0 3.7 0.987 
G2 Romantic Attachment N Mean SD Min Max   N Mean SD Min Max   N Mean SD Min Max p 
 Avoidance 757 2.7 0.04 1.0 6.8  466 2.8 0.0 1.0 6.8  291 2.6 0.1 1.0 6.4 0.023 
 Ambivalence 757 2.9 0.0 1.0 7.0  466 2.9 0.1 1.0 7.0  291 2.8 0.1 1.0 5.9 0.259 
Note. SD = standard deviation. 
Minimum and maximum values for G1 romantic relationship are 1 = "Never" and 5 = "Always.  
Minimum and maximum values for G2 romantic attachment are 1 = "Strongly disagree" and 7 = "Strongly agree". 
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Table 4.3. Correlations of variables (imputed dataset).  
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 
1. G2 Avoidance -                 
2. G2 Ambivalence 0.51 -                
3. G1 Quality (Childhood) -0.08 -0.05 -               
4. G1 Quality (Adolescence) -0.12 -0.07 0.76 -              
5. G1 Quality (Combined) -0.11 -0.06 0.93 0.95 -             
6. G1 Conflict (Childhood) 0.01 0.07 -0.63 -0.48 -0.58 -            
7. G1 Conflict (Adolescence) -0.01 0.05 -0.48 -0.65 -0.61 0.78 -           
8. G1 Conflict (Combined) 0.00 0.06 -0.59 -0.60 -0.63 0.94 0.95 -          
9. G2 Sex -0.08 -0.03 -0.02 -0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 -         
10. G2 Ethnicity 0.02 0.06 0.02 -0.01 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.00 -        
11. G1 Mother's Age -0.01 0.02 -0.03 -0.05 -0.04 -0.10 -0.09 -0.10 0.03 0.06 -       
12. G1 Mother's Education -0.02 0.04 -0.03 0.03 0.00 0.08 0.05 0.07 0.01 -0.01 -0.21 -      
13. G1 Father's Age -0.01 -0.01 -0.01 -0.04 -0.03 -0.09 -0.07 -0.08 0.06 0.08 0.74 -0.16 -     
14. G1 Father's Education -0.01 -0.01 -0.05 -0.02 -0.04 0.07 0.03 0.05 -0.01 0.01 -0.16 0.50 -0.07 -    
15. G1 Ever separated from partner (childhood) 0.02 0.05 -0.26 -0.09 -0.18 0.12 0.01 0.07 -0.09 -0.01 -0.04 0.06 0.01 0.13 -   
16. G1 Ever separated from partner (combined) 0.08 0.09 -0.33 -0.31 -0.34 0.15 0.12 0.14 -0.06 -0.02 -0.04 0.06 0.00 0.11 0.74 - 
 
17. G1 Report of parent-child relationship (17-18yrs) -0.03 -0.03 0.16 0.16 0.17 -0.26 -0.28 -0.28 0.03 -0.04 0.06 -0.03 0.02 0.00 0.09 0.11 - 
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4.5.2. Continuous analysis: Linear regression.  
G2 romantic attachment avoidance. Table 4.4 presents findings for G2 romantic 
attachment avoidance in the fully adjusted linear regression models. Following adjustment for 
potential confounders, there were main effects for G1 couple quality and inter-parental 
conflict in childhood, adolescence, and for the combined period on G2 romantic attachment 
avoidance. Participants whose parents reported lower couple quality were more likely to 
report an avoidant attachment style at 27-28 years. Participants whose parents reported lower 
inter-parental conflict were more likely to report an avoidant attachment style in young 
adulthood. There was a trend result for interaction between G1 couple quality and inter-
parental conflict in childhood on G2 romantic attachment avoidance (i.e., p = 0.07, df = 738). 
Specifically, low G1 couple quality and low G1 inter-parental conflict in childhood were 
associated with G2 avoidant attachment style in young adulthood, suggesting low quality 
with rare conflict may be an influential form of affective disengagement. See Figure 4.1 for 
the margins plot of the product-term interaction.  
G2 romantic attachment ambivalence. Table 4.5 presents findings for G2 romantic 
attachment ambivalence in the fully adjusted linear regression models. No significant main or 
interaction effects were found.  
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Table 4.4. Adjusted linear regression models for G2 romantic attachment avoidance 
across three time periods (imputed dataset). 
Childhood - G2 4-8 months to 11-12 years (n = 739) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.57 (-1.02 - -0.13) -0.41 0.012 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.80 (-1.54 - -0.07) -0.41 0.033 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental conflict 0.16 (-0.01 - 0.33) 0.27 0.071 
G2 Sex -0.19 (-0.35 - -0.03) -0.09 0.018 
G2 Ethnicity 0.06 (-0.30 - 0.43) 0.01 0.732 
G1 Mother’s age 0.00 (-0.03 - 0.03) -0.01 0.917 
G1 Mother’s education -0.04 (-0.16 - 0.08) -0.03 0.551 
G1 Father’s age 0.00 (-0.03 - 0.02) -0.01 0.891 
G1 Father’s education -0.01 (-0.12 - 0.11) -0.01 0.908 
G1 Ever separated from partner 0.11 (-0.12 - 0.35) 0.04 0.334 
G1's report of parent-child relationship -0.13 (-0.38 - 0.12) -0.04 0.300 
Adolescence - G2 12-13 to 17-18 years (n = 716) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.50 (-0.88 - -0.11) -0.41 0.012 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.70 (1.33 - -0.08) -0.38 0.028 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental conflict 0.10 (-0.05 - 0.25) 0.19 0.181 
G2 Sex -0.14 (-0.30 - 0.02) -0.06 0.083 
G2 Ethnicity 0.11 (-0.26 - 0.47) 0.02 0.566 
G1 Mother’s age 0.00 (-0.03 - 0.03) -0.01 0.912 
G1 Mother’s education 0.00 (-0.12 - 0.12) 0.00 0.982 
G1 Father’s age -0.01 (-0.03 - 0.02) -0.03 0.578 
G1 Father’s education -0.03 (-0.15 - 0.08) -0.03 0.565 
G1 Ever separated from partner 0.13 (-0.08 - 0.34) 0.05 0.211 
G1's report of parent-child relationship -0.11 (-0.36 - 0.14) -0.03 0.399 
Combined - G2 4-8 months to 17-18 years (n = 757) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.56 (-1.00 - -0.11) -0.41 0.014 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.80 (-1.54 - -0.06) -0.40 0.034 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental conflict 0.14 (-0.04 - 0.31) 0.23 0.119 
G2 Sex -0.17 (-0.33 - -0.02) -0.08 0.030 
G2 Ethnicity 0.07 (-0.29 - 0.44) 0.01 0.686 
G1 Mother’s age 0.00 (-0.03 - 0.03) 0.00 0.938 
G1 Mother’s education -0.03 (-0.14 - 0.09) -0.02 0.673 
G1 Father’s age -0.01 (-0.03 - 0.02) -0.02 0.646 
G1 Father’s education -0.02 (-0.13 - 0.09) -0.02 0.695 
G1 Ever separated from partner 0.18 (-0.02 - 0.37) 0.07 0.078 
G1's report of parent-child relationship -0.16 (-0.40 - 0.09) -0.05 0.214 
Note. Sample sizes for each time period varied due to participant attrition.  
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Figure 4.1. Margins plot for G1 couple quality and inter-parental conflict interaction on G2 
avoidance in childhood (imputed dataset). 
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Table 4.5. Adjusted linear regression models for G2 romantic attachment 
ambivalence across three time periods (imputed dataset). 
Childhood - G2 4-8 months to 11-12 years (n = 739) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.21 (-0.66 - 0.25) -0.15 0.368 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.22 (-0.98 - 0.53) -0.11 0.561 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.08 (-0.10 - 0.25) 0.13 0.378 
G2 Sex -0.08 (-0.25 - 0.08) -0.04 0.311 
G2 Ethnicity 0.29 (-0.08 - 0.67) 0.06 0.123 
G1 Mother’s age 0.02 (-0.01 - 0.04) 0.06 0.296 
G1 Mother’s education 0.08 (-0.04 - 0.21) 0.06 0.182 
G1 Father’s age -0.01 (-0.03 - 0.02) -0.03 0.626 
G1 Father’s education -0.06 (-0.17 - 0.06) -0.04 0.342 
G1 Ever separated from partner 0.16 (-0.07 - 0.40) 0.05 0.175 
G1's report of parent-child relationship -0.04 (-0.29 - 0.21) -0.01 0.764 
Adolescence - G2 12-13 to 17-18 years (n = 716) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.21 (-0.61 - 0.19) -0.17 0.297 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.28 (-0.92 - 0.36) -0.15 0.387 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.07 (-0.08 - 0.22) 0.13 0.345 
G2 Sex -0.05 (-0.21 - 0.12) -0.02 0.555 
G2 Ethnicity 0.29 (-0.09 - 0.67) 0.06 0.133 
G1 Mother’s age 0.02 (-0.01 - 0.05) 0.07 0.221 
G1 Mother’s education 0.10 (-0.02 - 0.23) 0.07 0.102 
G1 Father’s age -0.02 (-0.04 - 0.01) -0.07 0.234 
G1 Father’s education -0.08 (-0.20 - 0.04) -0.06 0.195 
G1 Ever separated from partner 0.24 (0.02 - 0.45) 0.09 0.029 
G1's report of parent-child relationship -0.09 (-0.35 - 0.16) -0.03 0.473 
Combined - G2 4-8 months to 17-18 years (n = 757) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.34 (-0.80 - 0.11) -0.25 0.138 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.51 (-1.27 - 0.25) -0.25 0.189 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.14 (-0.04 - 0.31) 0.23 0.130 
G2 Sex -0.09 (-0.25 - 0.07) -0.04 0.284 
G2 Ethnicity 0.30 (-0.07 - 0.67) 0.06 0.112 
G1 Mother’s age 0.02 (-0.01 - 0.04) 0.06 0.246 
G1 Mother’s education 0.09 (-0.03 - 0.22) 0.07 0.121 
G1 Father’s age -0.01 (-0.03 - 0.02) -0.04 0.501 
G1 Father’s education -0.07 (-0.18 - 0.05) -0.05 0.256 
G1 Ever separated from partner 0.23 (0.03 - 0.43) 0.09 0.027 
G1's report of parent-child relationship -0.09 (-0.34 - 0.16) -0.03 0.470 
Note. Sample sizes for each time period varied due to participant attrition.  
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4.5.3. Categorical analysis: Logistic regression. 
For the logistic regression analyses, binary variables representing couple quality and 
inter-parental conflict were combined to define four discrete risk exposure groups. Risk for 
these groups was ordered based on the linear regression findings, where lower levels of G1 
couple quality and inter-parental conflict were associated with increased risk of offspring 
romantic attachment avoidance. In order of increasing risk, the groups were ordered as 
follows: Group 0 (reference group, i.e., having neither risk) – Affectively Engaged 
relationships (“High Quality” and “Some Conflict”), Group 1 – Positively Engaged 
relationships (“High Quality” and “Rare Conflict”), Group 2 – Negatively Engaged 
relationships (“Low Quality” and “Some Conflict”), and Group 3 – Affectively Disengaged 
relationships (joint effects of “Low Quality” and “Rare Conflict”).  
G2 romantic attachment avoidance. Table 4.6 presents findings for G2 romantic 
attachment avoidance in the fully adjusted logistic regression models. Following adjustment 
for covariates, parents who reported “Negatively Engaged” relationships (Group 2) had 
greater odds of offspring later reporting romantic attachment avoidance than parents who 
reported “Affectively Engaged” relationships (Group 0), with 1.8, 1.8, and 1.9-fold increases 
for childhood, adolescence, and the combined period. Offspring whose parents reported 
“Affectively Disengaged” relationships (Group 3) also had greater odds of reporting romantic 
attachment avoidance in young adulthood, with 3.1, 2.6, and 4.2-fold increases in childhood, 
adolescence and the combined period. The additive interaction of both G1 “Low Quality” and 
“Rare Conflict” for any of the time periods was not statistically significant (but approached 
significance for the combined period), suggesting that the joint action did not contribute to 
additional risk over and above that of the combined additive effect of exposure to both risks. 
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Table 4.6. Adjusted logistic regression models for G2 romantic attachment avoidance across three time 
periods (imputed dataset), ordered by risk. 
Childhood - G2 4-8 months to 11-12 years (n = 739) 
Group 
G1 G1 G2 G2 
OR 95% CI p Reduced  
Quality 
Rare  
Conflict 
Low  
Avoidance 
High  
Avoidance 
0-Affectively Engaged No No 112 35 1.0   
1-Positively Engaged No Yes 204 88 1.4 (0.85-2.15) 0.203 
2-Negatively Engaged Yes No 166 101 1.8 (1.13-2.85) 0.013 
3-Affectively Disengaged Yes Yes 17 16 3.1 (1.41-6.88) 0.005 
Risk in Group 3: 
Expected =  2.1 RERI =  1.0   
Observed =  3.1   AP =  31% p=0.247 
  
Adolescence - G2 12-13 to 17-18 years (n = 716) 
Group 
G1 G1 G2 G2 
OR 95% CI p Reduced  
Quality 
Rare  
Conflict 
Low  
Avoidance 
High  
Avoidance 
0-Affectively Engaged No No 114 34 1.0   
1-Positively Engaged No Yes 193 88 1.5 (0.94-2.41) 0.089 
2-Negatively Engaged Yes No 164 94 1.8 (1.11-2.84) 0.017 
3-Affectively Disengaged Yes Yes 16 13 2.6 (1.11-5.90) 0.028 
Risk in Group 3: 
Expected =  2.3 RERI =  0.3   
Observed =  2.6   AP =  11% p=0.766 
  
Combined - G2 4-8 months to 17-18 years (n = 757) 
Group 
G1 G1 G2 G2 
OR 95% CI p Reduced  
Quality 
Rare  
Conflict 
Low  
Avoidance 
High  
Avoidance 
0-Affectively Engaged No No 122 36 1.0   
1-Positively Engaged No Yes 197 86 1.5 (0.92-2.31) 0.109 
2-Negatively Engaged Yes No 176 112 1.9 (1.23-3.04) 0.004 
3-Affectively Disengaged Yes Yes 12 16 4.2 (1.78-9.82) 0.001 
Risk in Group 3: 
Expected =  2.4 RERI =  1.8   
Observed =  4.2   AP =  43% p=0.071 
  
Note. OR = Odds Ratio, 95% CI = 95% Confidence Interval; RERI = relative excess risk due to additive interaction, AP = attributable 
proportion of cases in Group 3 due to additive interaction. 
Estimates in fully adjusted model are adjusted for G2 sex, G2 ethnicity, G1 father and mother's age and level of education, and G1 ever 
separated from partner (in childhood or combined). 
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Table 4.7. Adjusted logistic regression models for G2 romantic attachment ambivalence across three time 
periods (imputed dataset), ordered by risk. 
Childhood - G2 4-8 months to 11-12 years (n = 739) 
Group 
G1 G1 G2 G2 
OR 95% CI p Reduced  
Quality 
Rare  
Conflict 
Low  
Ambivalence 
High  
Ambivalence 
0-Affectively Engaged No No 105 42 1.0   
1-Positively Engaged No Yes 205 87 1.1 (0.68-1.66) 0.785 
2-Negatively Engaged Yes No 170 97 1.3 (0.86-2.11) 0.189 
3-Affectively Disengaged Yes Yes 20 13 1.7 (0.76-3.73) 0.202 
Risk in Group 3: 
Expected =  1.4 RERI =  0.3   
Observed =  1.7   AP =  16% p=0.651 
  
Adolescence - G2 12-13 to 17-18 years (n = 716) 
Group 
G1 G1 G2 G2 
OR 95% CI p Reduced  
Quality 
Rare  
Conflict 
Low  
Ambivalence 
High  
Ambivalence 
0-Affectively Engaged No No 105 43 1.0   
1-Positively Engaged No Yes 197 84 1.1 (0.68-1.68) 0.776 
2-Negatively Engaged Yes No 169 89 1.2 (0.76-1.87) 0.447 
3-Affectively Disengaged Yes Yes 15 14 2.2 (0.96-5.00) 0.061 
Risk in Group 3: 
Expected =  1.3 RERI =  0.9   
Observed =  2.2   AP =  43% p=0.089 
  
Combined - G2 4-8 months to 17-18 years (n = 757) 
Group 
G1 G1 G2 G2 
OR 95% CI p Reduced  
Quality 
Rare  
Conflict 
Low  
Ambivalence 
High  
Ambivalence 
0-Affectively Engaged No No 116 42 1.0   
1-Positively Engaged No Yes 198 85 1.2 (0.78-1.90) 0.394 
2-Negatively Engaged Yes No 183 105 1.5 (0.97-2.33) 0.071 
3-Affectively Disengaged Yes Yes 16 12 2.1 (0.88-4.79) 0.096 
Risk in Group 3: 
Expected =  1.7 RERI =  0.3   
Observed =  2.1   AP =  16% p=0.644 
  
Note. OR = Odds Ratio, 95% CI = 95% Confidence Interval; RERI = relative excess risk due to additive interaction, AP = attributable 
proportion of cases in Group 3 due to additive interaction. 
Estimates in fully adjusted model are adjusted for G2 sex, G2 ethnicity, G1 father and mother's age and level of education, and G1 ever 
separated from partner (in childhood or combined). 
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G2 romantic attachment ambivalence. Table 4.7 presents findings for G2 romantic 
attachment ambivalence in the fully adjusted logistic regression models. No significant group 
differences were found in the adjusted models for any of the time periods. No evidence of 
interaction between these two risks was found for either period.  
4.6. Discussion 
This study evaluated the relationship between romantic attachment style in young 
adulthood and earlier exposure to patterns of inter-parental conflict and couple quality across 
childhood and adolescence (4-8 months to 17-18 years) in a large population-based study of 
Australian families, followed for over three decades. Exposure across childhood and 
adolescence to negatively engaged and affectively disengaged inter-parental relationships 
was associated with substantially higher risk for avoidant attachment styles in young 
adulthood, relative to parents with well balanced, affectively engaged relationships. No 
relationships with attachment ambivalence were observed, nor was there any evidence of 
interaction between couple quality and conflict indicators.  
The findings are consistent with well-documented reports on the prototypical 
contribution of inter-parental conflict to offspring attachment insecurity and socio-emotional 
development across childhood and early adulthood. The findings also suggest two novel 
contributions to the literature. The first is that some conflict exposure in the context of an 
otherwise high quality parental relationship may support the growth of romantic relationship 
security for offspring. The second is the likely deleterious influence of parents’ affective 
disengagement for offspring romantic attachment security. Further, we found no effects of 
affective engagement patterns within the parental relationship on the development of 
ambivalence. Significant findings were confined to avoidance in romantic attachment. We 
note an absence of super-additive effects, and of developmental effects. We consider these 
six findings and in turn, their limitations and implications. 
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4.6.1. Parents’ pervasive affective disengagement. 
Our most distinct finding was that the combination of reduced couple quality and rare 
conflict reflects a level of affective disengagement in parents sufficient to create four times 
greater risk for romantic attachment avoidance in offspring. This finding suggests that 
disengaging and dismissing couple strategies likely infiltrate the moderating barrier of 
caregiving sensitivity (Selcuk et al., 2010), and defensive exclusion and deactivation may 
come to characterize attachment interactions across the family system. We note that our 
measurement of “Rare Conflict” may mask unexpressed yet pernicious negative attitudes and 
psychological acrimony within affectively disengaged partnerships. In the absence of overt 
conflictual behaviors, anger managed via avoidant strategies (e.g., acrimony) may be 
modeled for children, with detrimental impact (McIntosh, Smyth, Kelaher, Wells, & Long, 
2010; Shaw & Emery, 1987).  
4.6.2. Conflict within the critical context of a high-quality parental relationship. 
The lowest risk status of the Affectively Engaged group (“High Quality” and “Some 
Conflict”) was confirmed, and provides important context for interpretation of our second 
major finding: exposure to conflict in the parenting relationship, in the absence of high 
relationship quality, doubled the odds for romantic attachment avoidance in young adulthood. 
Interpretation of the continuous analyses suggest that lower levels of inter-parental conflict 
during childhood and adolescence was associated with higher risk of young adult offspring 
reporting romantic attachment avoidance. However, the categorical analyses reveal a more 
complex picture. Lower levels of inter-parental conflict were only associated with increase in 
offspring avoidant attachment when parents reported a lower quality relationship. In the 
context of high quality parental relationships, inter-parental conflict was not associated. This 
finding suggests core emotional sensitivities and defensive processes that parents employ in 
the couple relationship may permeate the caregiving environment and influence the formation 
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of primary and secondary attachment strategies in offspring (Powell, Cooper, Hoffman, & 
Marvin, 2014).  
Confidence in assured love and support within the parental relationship is likely to 
temper the meaning of normative relational challenges and enhance both motivation and 
reward for their resolution. In turn, negative affect engendered by marital discord within the 
context of an otherwise high-quality relationship is likely more contained, less likely to 
manifest in harsh parenting responses, and in turn less likely to exert a destabilizing force on 
attachment security (Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995; Floyd, Gilliom, & Costigan, 1998). 
In the absence of a supportive relationship context, pre-occupation with ongoing conflict may 
result in diminished “cognitive room” for parenting (Katz & Gottman, 1995, p.74), blunted 
awareness, and reduced responsiveness to children’s needs (Engfer, 1988), and appears more 
likely to create avoidant relational tendencies in children.  
4.6.3. Null findings for ambivalent attachment. 
Of particular interest, relationships between parents’ couple relationship and offspring 
romantic attachment ambivalence in young adulthood were not found. Extensive research in 
adult attachment confirms that parents of children classified Ambivalent are more likely to be 
Preoccupied in their own adult attachment status (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985; Verhage 
et al., 2016). Yet, the lack of association of the parental relationship with offspring’s romantic 
attachment ambivalence may be due to relatively weak attachment transmission pathways, 
reported first by Steele and Steele (1994) and confirmed 20 years later in a meta-analysis by 
Verhage et al. (2016). The latter study reported a weak association was found between 
parents’ Preoccupied attachment and offspring’s Ambivalent attachment (r = .22) compared 
to somewhat higher associations between Dismissing-Avoidant parent-child dyads (r = .29) 
and Autonomous-Secure parent-child dyads (r = .31). However, differences between these 
correlations were not tested. Similarly, weak transmission via the caregiving pathway was 
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suggested by Selcuk et al. (2010) who reported non-significant associations between romantic 
attachment ambivalence and maternal caregiving sensitivity, but negative associations with 
offspring avoidance.  
4.6.4. Significant findings for avoidant attachment. 
Relative to the null findings for romantic attachment ambivalence, two significant 
findings were observed for romantic attachment avoidance. We found that offspring were 
twice as likely to report romantic attachment avoidance in early adulthood with chronic 
histories of exposure to parents’ negative engagement as a couple, compared to balanced 
affective engagement. This finding is consistent with prior research, demonstrating the 
enduring toxicity of inter-parental conflict for offspring development, and particularly for 
attachment security, in the absence of resolution (Davies et al., 2016; McIntosh, 2003; Tan et 
al., 2017; Vu, Jouriles, McDonald, & Rosenfield, 2016). Offspring with exposure to chronic 
parental affective disengagement were four times more likely to report romantic attachment 
avoidance in young adulthood. The findings concentrating around risks for avoidant romantic 
attachment resonate with several theoretical traditions, for example Bartholomew’s (1990) 
view that early beginnings engender habitual emotional detachment within close 
relationships, and Erikson’s (1951) theory of the added struggle between “intimacy and 
isolation” in young adulthood, when the urge to merge a newly established identity with that 
of others is not based on a confident expectation of observing parents’ relational quality over 
the life course. In the absence of these exposures, a less confident pathway seems likely, 
leading to levels of affective isolation or avoidance within intimate relations. 
4.6.5. Absence of supra-additive interaction effects. 
No significant supra-additive interaction effect was found for romantic attachment 
avoidance and ambivalence in offspring. While lower couple quality with either rare or some 
conflict created risks for subsequent attachment avoidance, their combination did not exceed 
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the sum of their parts. This pattern suggests that couple quality and inter-parental conflict 
have independent effects on offspring romantic attachment, and may not share causal 
pathways. Different mechanisms may be at play along attitudinal and behavioral lines. Our 
current finding further emphasizes the need for disaggregation of couple relationship 
constructs, in line with recent meta-analytic findings (Tan et al., 2017). As the evidence 
accrues for the differential actions of specific facets of the couple relationship on offspring 
developmental outcomes, the utility of nuanced measurement is more apparent. 
4.6.6. Absence of developmental effects. 
Of interest, there were no differences between exposure windows across childhood 
and adolescent periods for either romantic attachment avoidance or ambivalence. Quality of 
parents’ relationships may be as relevant in adolescence as in childhood for the development 
of romantic attachment. This may reflect a recency effect of social modeling during 
adolescence for young adults as they experiment with moving toward romantic partnerships 
and developing as romantic partners (Arnett, 2000). Importantly, the study’s report of the 
parental relationship during the adolescent window was concurrent, but retrospective for the 
childhood period. This finding, together with the proximity of the adolescent exposure and 
young adult outcome, may also help to explain the absence of developmental effects.  
4.6.7. Study strengths and limitations. 
The study’s three major strengths are the use of a large prospective longitudinal 
cohort sample, assessments of parents’ couple relationship at two crucial developmental 
periods, and combined analytic methods. The latter is worth noting. Both linear and logistic 
methods provided consistent and complementary information on intergenerational effects. 
Uniquely, the categorical approach with additive interaction informed us of something that 
the continuous approach using linear regression analyses could not. Specifically, in this case, 
simultaneous exposure to both reduced couple quality and rare inter-parental conflict was 
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associated with greater risk for offspring romantic attachment avoidance than exposure to 
either variable in isolation, suggesting in turn, for example, the utility of interventions that 
target more than one risk process rather than a single risk. In particular, our findings suggest 
that increasing affective engagement in couples through the healthy expression of discord and 
tolerance of disagreement in the service of a close relationship may have more influence on 
subsequent romantic attachment security in offspring, than interventions targeting only one 
factor or the other.  
Measurement limitations may have influenced our findings. First, the measurement of 
parents’ couple relationship was based on retrospective report accounting for different 
developmental periods but taken at one time point. This prevented analysis of potential 
mediation pathways of parents’ couple relationship in adolescence in the association between 
couple relationship in childhood and offspring’s romantic attachment in young adulthood. We 
were also unable to assess the influence of change in parents’ couple relationship from 
childhood to adolescence on offspring’s romantic attachment. Second, data about the couple 
relationship was obtained from one partner, predominantly the mother, whose views may not 
fully represent the couple relationship as experienced by the child. Thus, we could not test 
gender variations in reporting. Where possible, future studies should consider both partners’ 
reports of the relationship.  
Our ability to explain the null finding for ambivalence is hampered by two aspects of 
measurement in our study. First, we focused on parents’ engagement in intimacy and conflict 
with their partners. This likely overlooked aspects of the couple interaction and subjective 
experience more characteristic of Preoccupied/Ambivalent relationship dynamics, for 
example, chronic worry about the meeting of their own attachment needs (Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2007). Second, each developmental period was measured at a single timepoint, 
meaning potential fluctuations or instability in the couple relationship could not be captured. 
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Given that early childhood attachment ambivalence typically arises from inconsistencies in 
the caregiving or relational environment (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978), the 
latter is an important limitation. On the other hand, early attachment avoidance generally 
stems from more consistent environments of dismissing or disengaged relationships 
(Ainsworth et al., 1978). A single assessment of the couple relationship in these contexts may 
be indicative of the relationship over a specific period.  
Measurement of conflict is also noteworthy. Only destructive conflict was assessed in 
this study and measurement of magnitude, from mild disagreement to violent anger, lacked 
nuance. Parents’ use of constructive dispute resolution strategies (e.g., calm discussion, 
problem-solving) could only be inferred from the co-existing reports of strong love and 
support. Attachment security is dependent on patterns of manageable rupture and adequate 
repair, in the context of a safe, ongoing, predictable relationship (Bowlby, 1969). Given the 
differential effects of destructive and constructive conflict tactics found in the literature 
(Cummings, Goeke-Morey, & Papp, 2004; Cummings, Goeke-Morey, Papp, & Dukewich, 
2002; McCoy, Cummings, & Davies, 2009), finer measurement of each type of conflict in 
future research may reveal some relationship.  
Finally, this study did not assess the parent-child attachment relationship, parents’ 
attachment working models or romantic attachment styles during their offspring’s childhood 
or adolescence, which may provide more insight into the transmission pathways involved. 
Despite these limitations, the study provides the impetus for future research into affective 
disengagement and offspring romantic attachment.  
4.6.8. Conclusions and future directions. 
Using unique longitudinal data from a large Australian cohort study (the ATP), this 
study examined the direct and interaction effects of parents’ self-reported couple quality and 
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conflict on offspring romantic attachment avoidance and ambivalence. Relative to parents 
with well balanced, affectively engaged relationships, exposure across childhood and 
adolescence to negatively engaged and affectively disengaged inter-parental relationships 
was associated with substantially higher risk of offspring romantic relationships in young 
adulthood being characterized by avoidance of intimacy. Our findings suggest that exposure 
to some level of inter-parent conflict managed effectively within a high-quality caring 
relationship may be advantageous for young people as they develop their own working 
models of intimate relationships. Conversely, our findings suggest that growing up with 
emotionally distant parents who rarely engage in inter-parental conflict and report lower 
quality relationships provides a pathway toward avoidance in young adulthood. Further 
research in the area of affective disengagement may prove beneficial for considering the 
interaction between couple quality and conflict in the ecology of offspring outcomes. Parent 
interventions may benefit from an increased focus on effective conflict management skills 
within the couple relationship, in addition to fostering intimacy between partners.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Preconception determinants of mother-infant attachment security:  
A role for women’s romantic attachment style in young adulthood 
5.1. Chapter Overview 
Research on the antecedents of infant attachment formation has predominantly 
focused on transmission through either parents’ attachment representations of childhood 
experiences of care, or current caregiving sensitivity (van IJzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 
2016). The role of attachment history with romantic partners in the development of infant 
offspring attachment is less known, and existing evidence is mixed. This chapter presents the 
second original empirical study of this thesis, which examined prospective associations from 
mothers’ romantic attachment styles in young adulthood (23-28 years) to her offspring’s 
attachment status at 12 months, and the potential mediating role of couple relationship quality 
and conflict during pregnancy in transmission of risk.  
This study utilised data from Generations 2 and 3 of the Australian Temperament 
Project Generation 3 (ATP-G3) Study. The ATP-G3 Study is a nested sample from the larger 
ATP Study, commencing recruitment of G3 offspring in 2012. Over 1000 offspring have 
been prospectively recruited into the study, with assessments in pregnancy, eight weeks and 
12 months postpartum, and in toddlerhood at four years. The study presented in this chapter 
focuses on infant attachment outcomes at 12 months using the infant Strange Situation 
Procedure (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978).  
The study presented in this chapter has been submitted to an academic journal and is 
currently under review (see Appendix C for evidence of submission). The journal has specific 
guidelines for formatting and referencing, and this paper was prepared in accordance with 
those guidelines.   
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5.2. Abstract 
Intergenerational relationships between parents’ romantic attachment styles in young 
adulthood and offspring attachment outcomes in infancy remain unclear. In part, this may be 
explained by characteristics of the couple relationship on becoming parents. This study 
examined the direct effects of mothers’ romantic attachment styles during young adulthood 
(23-28 years) on offspring attachment insecurity (12 months postpartum), and indirect effects 
via couple relationship quality and conflict during pregnancy (32 weeks gestation). Data were 
drawn from a nested sample of 203 mother-infant dyads, within a unique 35-year Australian 
population-based cohort study of social and emotional development. Risk for attachment 
insecurity in infant offspring was elevated in mothers with a history of romantic attachment 
avoidance in young adulthood (OR = 1.88, p = 0.040). There was some evidence that high 
quality parental relationships in pregnancy reduced risk for attachment insecurities in 
offspring (OR = 0.14, p = 0.055). No mediating pathways via couple quality or conflict were 
found. Findings suggest that interventions aimed at addressing attachment securities in young 
adulthood may have important implications for promoting a secure start to emotional life in 
the next generation. This may be further strengthened by interventions during pregnancy 
aimed at promoting high quality parental relationships. 
Keywords: attachment, parent, infant, couple relationship, inter-generational 
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5.3. Introduction 
Research on the antecedents of infant attachment formation has predominantly 
focused on transmission through parents’ attachment representations of childhood 
experiences of care and current caregiving sensitivity (van IJzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 
2016). Less is known about the role of parents’ attachment history with romantic partners in 
the development of infant offspring attachment. During adolescence and young adulthood, 
peer bonds and first intimate partnerships constitute a key expansion of early familial 
attachment structures (Allen, 2008). Moreover, intimate partners begin to encompass and 
satisfy the attachment functions (i.e., proximity maintenance, safe haven, and secure base) 
that were once exclusively fulfilled by one’s primary caregiver (Bowlby, 1969; Doherty & 
Feeney, 2004; Gillath, Karantzas, & Lee, 2018; Tancredy & Fraley, 2006). Despite the 
significance of attachment in young adulthood, and the temporal proximity of this life stage 
to becoming a parent, there remains a dearth of research examining the role of young adult 
romantic attachment security on attachment outcomes in next generation offspring.  
There are two main approaches to the assessment of attachment in adulthood. The 
first of these is the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI; Main & Goldwyn, 1991; Main, 
Goldwyn, & Hesse, 2003) is a well-validated, phenomenological measurement option for 
understanding and classifying attachment related states of mind in adults with respect to their 
family-of-origin relational experiences. Attachment classification is made through micro-
analysis of narrative coherence among other discourse qualities, with assignments to secure-
autonomous, dismissing, preoccupied, and disorganized-unresolved (Main & Goldwyn, 1991; 
Main et al., 2003; Steele & Steele, 2008). Research conducted by Verhage et al. (2016) is the 
most recent in a long line to confirm inter-generational transmission of attachment patterns to 
offspring from parents’ states of mind as classified on the AAI. This suggests that the nature 
of parents’ resolution of their own attachment histories influences their capacity as parents to 
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recognize attachment-related affective states in their infant and shapes the sensitivity of their 
caregiving response.  
The second approach to measurement of attachment in adulthood has been through 
use of standardized self-report measures of romantic attachment. These have been used 
extensively in survey based empirical studies and in large cohort samples where costly 
narrative methodologies are prohibitive. Early measurement approaches began with a 
typological framework in which individuals would select one of three descriptions paralleling 
the infant attachment categories identified by Ainsworth et al. (1978) (secure, anxious, and 
avoidant, e.g., Hazan & Shaver, 1987). This approach evolved to a four category 
classification method (secure, dismissing, preoccupied and fearful, e.g., Bartholomew & 
Horowitz, 1991), which more closely aligned with the attachment classifications identified as 
part of the AAI (secure-autonomous, dismissing, preoccupied, and disorganized-unresolved; 
Main & Goldwyn, 1991; Main et al., 2003; Steele & Steele, 2008). However, over the course 
of time, dimensional conceptualizations and assessments of adult romantic attachment rose to 
prominence over typological measures because the latter does not allow for the assessment of 
meaningful within-category variability (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Fraley & Roisman, 
2018; Gillath, Karantzas, & Fraley, 2016; Karantzas, Feeney, & Wilkinson, 2010; Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2014).  
Further taxometric work by Fraley and Waller (1998) suggested that dimensions yield 
better approximations of the data over typological approaches in the measurement of 
attachment styles. Their work, and that of others (see Brennan et al., 1998; Simpson, 1990) 
also suggested that attachment styles in adulthood could be best conceptualized and assessed 
via two broad dimensions termed attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety. This 
research has been predominantly conducted in non-clinical samples comprising mainly of 
undergraduate students or members of the general community. Within these sampling frames, 
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romantic attachment security was characterised by comfort with emotional closeness and 
confidence in the responsiveness and availability of their partners, indicated by low 
attachment avoidance and anxiety. Romantic attachment avoidance has been characterised by 
a discomfort with closeness, difficulty depending on others and excessive self-reliance, and 
romantic attachment anxiety by a preoccupation with relationship partners, concerns over 
abandonment and a need for approval (Brennan et al., 1998; Fraley & Roisman, 2018; 
Karantzas et al., 2010). In the interactional space between these two constructs, individuals 
high on attachment anxiety and avoidance were characterised by a desire for emotionally 
close relationships coupled with difficulties in trusting or depending on others, anticipating 
emotional hurt or rejection, and referred to as fearfully attached (Bartholomew, 1990; 
Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).  
Links between parents’ self-reported romantic attachment styles and infant attachment 
status are not well explored and existing evidence is mixed. A cross-sectional study by 
Volling et al. (1998) of 62 infant-parent dyads from a self-selecting non-clinical sample 
assessed parents’ adult attachment styles in close relationships, and found no association with 
infant attachment assessed on the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP; Ainsworth et al., 1978). 
Similarly, no link was found between adolescent mothers’ romantic attachment styles during 
pregnancy and infant attachment on the SSP in a sample of 138 dyads (Emery, Paquette, & 
Bigras, 2008), nor with toddler’s attachment classification on the parent-rated Attachment Q-
Sort (AQS; Waters & Deane, 1985) in a non-clinical sample of 235 dyads (Coyl, Newland, & 
Freeman, 2010). No associations were found between fathers’ or mothers’ romantic 
attachment styles with their child’s attachment security assessed on the parent-rated AQS six 
months later in a non-clinical sample of 72 child-parent dyads (Howard, 2010).  
In contrast, Mayseless et al. (1997) found in a cross-sectional non-clinical study of 45 
infant-mother dyads, mothers of infants classified as Ambivalent in the SSP reported more 
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fear of abandonment in close relationships than mothers of infants classified with a secure 
attachment. Fathers’ romantic attachment style was also related to school-aged children’s 
self-reported attachment to father on the Relationship Questionnaire for Children (Roelofs, 
Meesters, ter Huurne, Bamelis, & Muris, 2006) in a non-clinical sample of 237 dyads, after 
controlling for authoritative parenting behaviours (Roelofs, Meesters, & Muris, 2008).  
In the context of self-reported romantic attachment security and infant offspring 
attachment security, mixed findings of intergenerational transmission across studies suggest 
involvement of other processes and/or methodological and design limitations. Key among 
alternative processes is recent qualities of the couple relationship prior to and on becoming 
parents.  
There is a strong link between secure romantic attachment and high levels of 
relationship satisfaction, constructive conflict patterns, trust, commitment, intimacy, and 
observed positive emotions between intimate partners (Erwin, Salter, & Purves, 2001; 
Holland, Fraley, & Roisman, 2012; Shi, 2003; Simpson, 1990). In contrast, individuals with 
insecure romantic attachment styles have been found to report relationship dissatisfaction, the 
use of destructive conflict-centred patterns, and relationship aggression (Feeney, 2016; Miga, 
Hare, Allen, & Manning, 2010; Wilson, Gardner, Brosi, Topham, & Busby, 2013).  Discord 
within the couple relationship can result in the spillover of negative affect into the parent-
child relationship, where links with harsher parenting, and in turn attachment insecurity in 
offspring, have been reported (Engfer, 1988; Erel & Burman, 1995; Floyd, Gilliom, & 
Costigan, 1998).  
The transition to parenthood is a major stressor that can tax relationship functioning 
between partners (Doss & Rhoades, 2017). This can be due to parents tending to the needs of 
the infant and related parenting responsibilities, over their own or their partner’s needs and 
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wants. Pregnancy can also be experienced as a stressful life event (Geller, 2004; Schetter, 
2011), which may trigger attachment insecurities within romantic relationships. These can 
play out in the couple context, with lasting effects into the post-birth period, affecting the 
care-giving climate within which offspring attachments are forming. A recent meta-analysis 
by Tan, McIntosh, Kothe, Opie, & Olsson (2018) summarized findings regarding links 
between the couple relationship and offspring attachment security. Inter-parental conflict was 
negatively associated with offspring attachment security while no association was found for 
dyadic adjustment. Taken together, these findings suggest that characteristics of the couple 
relationship (e.g., couple quality, inter-parental conflict) in the perinatal window may mediate 
the pathway between parents’ romantic attachment style and their infants’ attachment status 
at 12 months.   
Lack of consistencies in findings across studies may also reflect study design 
limitations. Key among potential design limitations is the use of cross-sectional assessments. 
This is largely due to the rarity of prospective integrational cohort studies worldwide. One 
cohort study to have crossed three generations and measured parental and offspring 
attachment security, from young adulthood through to the first year of life in the next 
generation, is the Australian Temperament Project Generation 3 (ATP-G3) Study. The cohort 
was initially recruited in 1983 to be a population based representative sample of 2443 infants 
born in Victoria, Australia.  From 2012, over 1000 offspring have been prospectively 
recruited into the study with assessments in pregnancy, eight weeks and 12 months 
postpartum, and in toddlerhood at four years. Attachment was assessed using the infant SSP 
in a nested sample at one and four years. Studies such as this provide a unique opportunity to 
explore the developmental origins of attachment security across generations. 
The purpose of this study was to use data from the ATP-G3 Study to examine the 
direct and indirect pathways between mothers’ romantic attachment style in young adulthood 
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(23-28 years) and the attachment insecurity of her offspring at 12 months (see Figure 1). 
Specifically, we hypothesized mothers’ insecure romantic attachment styles in young 
adulthood would be directly related to their infant offspring’s attachment insecurity, and 
indirectly, via association with lower couple relationship quality and higher inter-parental 
conflict during pregnancy.  
 
Figure 5.1. Mediation model examining direct and indirect pathways from romantic 
attachment style in young adulthood onto offspring attachment. 
 
5.4. Method 
5.4.1. Participants & procedure. 
Participant data were drawn from the Australian Temperament Project (ATP), a 
population based longitudinal study that has tracked the social and emotional development of 
the main cohort (Generation 2; G2) over 35 years, from infancy to adulthood, as well as that 
of their parents (Generation 1; G1). The initial sample comprised 2443 infants and their 
parents, recruited via maternal and child health services across urban and rural areas of the 
state of Victoria, Australia, to provide a representative sample (Prior, Sanson, Smart, & 
Oberklaid, 2000). Since 2012, the ATP commenced tracking the offspring of the main G2 
cohort (Generation 3; G3), with data collection taking place at 32 weeks gestation, eight 
weeks postpartum, 12 months, four years and six years. The G3 study includes a broad range 
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of domains including parents’ emotional health, the parent-child relationship, and offspring 
social and emotional development.  
In the current study, data were collected via postal or online survey from G2 
participants at age 23-24 years, 27-28 years, and at 32 weeks gestation via Computer-
Assisted Telephone Interview or web survey. When G3 offspring were 12 months old, G2 
participants were invited to attend an observational assessment at the Melbourne Attachment 
and Caregiving (MAC) Lab located at the Royal Children’s Hospital and Deakin University 
(Burwood or Waterfront campus). In total, 203 ATP-G2 mothers completed the 12-month 
observational assessment. 
At G3 birth, G2 mothers were 29.8 to 34.6 years old (M = 32.4, SD = 1.2). At the 12-
month observational assessment, G3 infants (45.8% males, 54.2% females) were 1.0 to 1.6 
years old (M = 1.2, SD = 0.1). The majority of participants (96.0%) were Caucasian. G2 
participants’ highest level of education at 27-28 years varied within the following categories: 
some or completed high school (14.5%), completed technical diploma or trade apprenticeship 
(26.3%), and completed tertiary or postgraduate degree (59.1%). G2 mothers were 
predominantly married or in a de facto partnership when G3 was born (98.9%). Compared to 
the original sample at recruitment, the retained sample was less likely to be classified in the 
lowest quartile of socioeconomic status, and more likely to have G1 mother born in Australia 
(see Appendix F.1).  
5.4.2. Measures. 
G2 romantic attachment style. G2 romantic attachment style was assessed at two 
timepoints: 23-24 years and 27-28 years.  
At 23-24 years, G2 participants completed a study-derived questionnaire closely 
based on the Relationship Scales Questionnaire (RSQ; Griffin & Bartholomew, 1994) to 
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measure romantic attachment styles. Fourteen items asked how well each statement described 
participants’ feelings about intimate relationships in general. Response options ranged from 1 
= “Strongly agree” to 5 = “Strongly disagree”.  
In line with RSQ scoring procedures, scores are derived across four subscales: secure, 
dismissing, preoccupied, and fearful. Low alphas for the RSQ subscales were reported in the 
original RSQ study (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991), ranging from .41 for Secure to .70 for 
Dismissing. Using ATP data, the Cronbach’s alphas of some subscales were again found to 
be low: Secure α = 0.36, Dismissing α = 0.55, Preoccupied α = 0.22, Fearful α = 0.77.  
On this basis, and in keeping with the two dimensional approach to assessment of 
romantic attachment styles (i.e., attachment avoidance and anxiety) (Brennan et al., 1998; 
Simpson, 1990), we ran a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) of all ATP items using 
Maximum Likelihood estimation in which we modelled an oblique two factor solution by 
correlating two latent variables which were conceptualized to represent attachment anxiety 
and avoidance. Prior to conducting the CFA, we reviewed the items of the RSQ and 
hypothesized as to which of the 14 items would load onto the attachment anxiety and 
attachment avoidance factor. We then evaluated the hypothesized two factor model using Hu 
and Bentler’s (1999) combination approach to evaluate model fit, a good fit was indicated by 
a Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) ≥ .95, Root Mean Square Error 
of Approximation (RMSEA) ≤ .05, and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) ≤ 
.06. Only factor loadings of .32 or more were retained, as recommended by Costello and 
Osborne (2005) such that items were retained if they each captured at least 10% of the 
variance in a given factor. The final two-factor model resulted in acceptable to good fit to the 
data: χ2(17, N = 811 G2 young adult females) = 120.303, p < 0.01; CFI = .950; TLI = .918; 
RMSEA = .087; SRMR = .048. See Figure 5.2 for factor loadings and Table 5.1 for items on 
each factor.  
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Figure 5.2. Factor loadings for factor analysis on RSQ-ATP items.  
 
Table 5.1. Factor items for G2 romantic attachment avoidance and anxiety in young adulthood. 
Factor Items 
Avoidance 13. I don't feel ready for an emotionally close relationship. 
 10. I prefer not to depend on a partner or have them depend on me. 
 7. I feel uneasy about getting close to a partner. 
 8. I need to have intense, close relationships. 
  
Anxiety 4. I worry that I will be hurt if I get too close to a partner. 
 2. I worry about being alone. 
 12. I worry that I value a partner more than they value me. 
  9. Others seem to be reluctant to get as close to me as I would like them to. 
 
At 27-28 years, G2 participants completed the Adult Attachment Questionnaire 
(Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996) which assessed 
romantic attachment avoidance and anxiety. Attachment avoidance was assessed by eight 
items, such as “I find it relatively easy to get close to others.” Attachment anxiety was 
assessed by nine items, such as “Others often are reluctant to get as close as I would like.” 
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Response options ranged from 1 = “Strongly disagree” to 7 = “Strongly agree”. Cronbach’s 
alpha for the avoidance and anxiety scales were 0.85 and 0.81 respectively.  
At each timepoint, higher scores on each dimension reflected higher attachment 
anxiety and avoidance respectively. Scores for each timepoint and each dimension were 
standardized. Standardized Avoidance means were correlated at r = 0.40, p < 0.01, across 
both timepoints, and standardized Anxiety means were correlated at r = 0.42, p < 0.01. We 
averaged each dimension across both timepoints to obtain the standardized means for 
Avoidance and Anxiety. Higher standardized means indicated higher levels of each romantic 
attachment variable over the young adulthood period (23-28 years).  
G2 couple relationship during pregnancy. At 32 weeks gestation, G2 mothers 
completed two questionnaires to assess the couple relationship. The first was a study-derived 
questionnaire based on the Marital Satisfaction subscale of the Dyadic Adjustment Scale 
(DAS; Spanier, 1976), and consisted of seven items, such as “How often do you and your 
partner quarrel?” Response options ranged from 1 = “Never” to 6 = “All the time”. 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .76.  
The second questionnaire was the Maternity Social Support Scale (MSSS; Webster et 
al., 2000). Only four partner-related items were analysed for this study, such as “I feel loved 
by my husband/partner.” Response options ranged from 1 = “Never” to 5 = “Always”. 
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .71.  
An exploratory factor analysis was first conducted for all items on both 
questionnaires. Factors 1 and 2 produced eigenvalues of 4.052 and 1.239 respectively, and a 
two-factor model reported the best fit. A CFA was then conducted to determine the factor 
structure of the items. A two-factor model resulted in acceptable to good fit: χ2(26, N = 412 
G2 mothers) = 49.485, p = 0.004; CFI = .967; TLI = .954; RMSEA = .047; SRMR = .038. 
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Factors 1 and 2 were subsequently named “Inter-parental Conflict” and “Couple Quality” 
respectively (see Figure 5.3 for factor loadings and Table 5.2 for items on each factor).  
 
Figure 5.3. Factor loadings for factor analysis on couple relationship items.  
Table 5.2. Factor items for G2 couple relationship constructs at 32 weeks gestation.  
Factor Items 
Inter-parental conflict DAS 2. How often do you and your partner quarrel? 
 DAS 3. How often do you and your partner get on each other's nerves? 
 DAS 5. How often do you or your partner leave the house after a fight? 
 MSSS 4. There is conflict with my husband/partner. 
  
Couple quality DAS 1. Do you confide in your partner? 
 DAS 7. Do you ever regret that you married or lived together? (Reversed) 
 MSSS 3. My husband/partner helps me a lot. 
 MSSS 5. I feel controlled by my husband/partner. (Reversed) 
  MSSS 6. I feel loved by my husband/partner.  
 
G3 attachment at 12 months. G2 mothers and their 12-month-old G3 infants 
completed the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP; Ainsworth et al., 1978). Infants were 
classified into one of four major attachment groups based on interaction with their mother 
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during the two reunions: Secure (B), Avoidant (A), Ambivalent/Resistant (C) (Ainsworth et 
al., 1978), or Disorganized (D) (Main & Solomon, 1990). Infant attachment coding was 
completed by a team of six trained and certified coders for ABCD classifications. To assess 
intercoder reliability, 53.4% of all SSP videos were double-coded, and disagreements were 
resolved by conferencing or by referral to an expert (i.e., Judith Solomon). Intercoder 
reliability was 85.7% (κ = 0.72) for the two-way (Secure/Insecure) classification, and 82.1% 
(κ = 0.73) for the four-way (ABCD) classification. Of the 203 infant-mother dyads, 53.2% 
were classified Secure (n = 108), 17.7% Avoidant (n = 36), 9.9% Ambivalent/Resistant (n = 
20), and 19.2% Disorganized (n = 39). 
To preserve power, we retained two attachment categories for subsequent analyses: 
Secure (B) and Insecure (A/C/D). These methods of examination are similar to previous 
studies that also aimed to examine attachment security in a more general sense (NICHD Early 
Child Care Research Network, 1997).  
Confounders. Several potentially influential family socio-economic confounders 
were included. Adjustments were made for G1 father and mother’s age, and G1 parent’s 
highest level of education at recruitment when G2 was 4-8 months old, and for G2’s highest 
level of education at 27-28 years. Given evidence for the effects of parental separation on 
offspring relational outcomes (Braithwaite, Doxey, Dowdle, & Fincham, 2016; Mustonen, 
Huurre, Kiviruusu, Haukkala, & Aro, 2011), further adjustment was made for G1 report of 
relationship separation(s) during G2’s childhood and adolescence (from 4-8 months to 17-18 
years).  
5.4.3. Statistical analyses. 
We conducted a series of preliminary analyses to determine the sample characteristics 
(i.e., means and standard deviations) and the associations between primary study variables 
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(i.e., Pearson’s correlations). G3 sex differences on attachment outcomes were also analysed 
using a Chi-squared test. To determine direct associations between predictor (i.e., G2 
romantic attachment anxiety/avoidance) and mediator variables (i.e., G2 couple relationship 
conflict and quality) onto G3 attachment insecurity, logistic regression analyses were carried 
out, adjusting for confounders and bootstrapping the sample to 10,000 replications. Missing 
data is presented in Appendix F.2.  
To assess whether associations between G2 romantic attachment anxiety/avoidance 
and G3 attachment insecurity were mediated by inter-parental conflict or couple quality, we 
then conducted mediational analyses by estimating the specific indirect effects for each 
mediator. Given the outcome variable was dichotomous, the specific indirect effects involved 
Bayesian estimation (i.e., posterior mode estimation). To accomplish this, the sample was 
bootstrapped to 10,000 replications and the 95% confidence intervals (CIs) were estimated 
for each specific indirect effect (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). Mediation is evidenced when the 
95% CI for the estimate of the specific indirect effect does not include zero (Shrout & Bolger, 
2002). Mediation analyses were conducted first with the inclusion of the confounding 
variables. Given that the confounders were not found to yield any significant effects, we re-
ran the analyses and report on the mediation analyses with confounders excluded.  
 
5.5. Results 
5.5.1. Preliminary analyses. 
Tables 5.3 and 5.4 present sample characteristics and frequencies of the primary study 
variables. Pearson’s correlations are reported in Table 5.5. No G3 sex differences were found 
in relation to infant attachment outcomes.  
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5.5.2. Logistic regressions. 
Adjusted logistic regressions are reported in Table 5.6. Analyses showed that a unit 
increase in the standardized mean of G2 romantic attachment avoidance across both 
timepoints in young adulthood resulted in a 1.88 increase in the odds of G3 offspring 
attachment being classified insecure (p = 0.040). No evidence of association was found for 
G2 romantic attachment anxiety or the interaction of the two attachment dimensions.  
Additionally, the finding for G2 couple quality during pregnancy and offspring 
attachment insecurity approached significance, with a unit increase in couple quality reducing 
the odds of G3 offspring attachment being classified insecure (OR = 0.14, p = 0.055). No 
evidence of an association was found for G2 inter-parental conflict.  
5.5.3. Mediation analysis. 
We initially conducted the tests of specific indirect effects to include the confounding 
variables. The confounders were not found to contribute the estimation of specific indirect 
effects (see Appendix F.3), therefore we re-ran the analyses without the confounders to 
maximize power. We therefore re-ran the analyses without the confounders. Specific indirect 
effects are reported in Table 5.7. Neither couple quality nor inter-parental conflict mediated 
the association between G2 romantic attachment anxiety/avoidance and G3 offspring 
attachment insecurity status.  
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Table 5.3. Sample characteristics. 
    n % 
G3 
Sex: 
   
 Male 93 45.8% 
 Female 110 54.2% 
G3 Birth order:   
 First child 87 42.9% 
 Subsequent child 116 57.1% 
G1 Parent's highest level of education: 
  
 Postgraduate/Tertiary degree 59 30.1% 
 Technical diploma/Trade apprenticeship 63 32.1% 
 High school or less 74 37.8% 
G2 Mother's highest level of education at 27-28 years: 
 
 Postgraduate/Tertiary degree 110 59.1% 
 Technical diploma/Trade apprenticeship 49 26.3% 
 High school or less 27 14.5% 
G2 Ethnicity: 
  
 Caucasian 194 96.0% 
 Non-Caucasian 8 4.0% 
G2 Experienced parents' divorce/separation by 17-18 years: 
 
 Yes 29 17.3% 
 No 139 82.7% 
G2 In romantic relationship at 23-24 years: 
  
 Yes 146 86.4% 
 No 23 13.6% 
G2 In romantic relationship at 27-28 years: 
  
 Yes 172 93.0% 
 No 13 7.0% 
G2 ever had romantic relationship* by 27-28 years 
  
 Yes 174 96.1% 
 No 7 3.9% 
G2 Marital status at G3 birth: 
 
 
 Married/de facto 177 98.9% 
 Not married/de facto 2 1.1% 
G3 Attachment classification at 12 months:   
 Secure 110 54.2% 
  Insecure 93 45.8% 
*Romantic relationship of more than 3 months   
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Table 5.4. Means and standard deviations for continuous variables. 
  n Mean SD Min Max 
G2 Romantic attachment (23-24 yrs)      
Avoidance 169 1.8 0.64 1.0 4.0 
Anxiety 169 2.4 0.73 1.0 4.5 
G2 Romantic attachment (27-28 yrs)      
Avoidance 184 2.3 0.91 1.0 5.4 
Anxiety 184 2.6 1.06 1.0 5.3 
G2 Romantic attachment (23-28yrs)      
Avoidance 158 -0.1 0.78 1.4 2.6 
Anxiety 158 -0.1 0.80 1.7 1.9 
G2 Couple relationship (pregnancy)      
Conflict 175 2.0 0.43 1.0 3.5 
Quality 176 3.4 0.2 2.8 3.8 
Sample characteristics      
G1 Father's age at recruitment (years) 196 30.7 4.6 20.0 45.0 
G1 Mother's age at recruitment (years) 197 28.4 4.2 17.0 40.0 
G2 Mother's age at G3's birth (years) 202 32.4 1.2 29.8 34.6 
G3 Age at Life@1 assessment (years) 203 1.2 0.1 1.0 1.6 
Note. SD = standard deviation 
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Table 5.5. Correlations of variables. 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. G2 Romantic attachment avoidance (23-28yrs) - 
         
2. G2 Romantic attachment anxiety (23-28yrs) 0.57** - 
        
3. G2 Inter-parental conflict -0.11 0.08 - 
       
4. G2 Couple quality -0.08 -0.06 -0.13 - 
      
5. G3 Attachment insecurity 0.14 0.10 -0.07 -0.16* - 
     
6. G1 Father's age -0.05 0.05 -0.16* 0.23** 0.03 - 
    
7. G1 Mother's age 0.06 0.15 -0.09 0.20** 0.05 0.81** - 
   
8. G1 Parents' education -0.13 -0.03 0.05 -0.03 -0.01 -0.03 -0.12 - 
  
9. G2 Experience of parents' divorce/separation 0.05 0.19* 0.07 -0.15 -0.08 -0.17* -0.16* 0.11 - 
 
10. G2 Highest level of education (27-28 years) -0.05 0.00 -0.06 0.05 0.02 0.10 -0.04 0.32** 0.18* - 
*p < .05; **p < .01 
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Table 5.6. Adjusted logistic regressions on G3 attachment insecurity at 12 months with 10,000 
bootstraps. 
  n OR 95% CI p 
G2 Romantic attachment avoidance (23-28yrs) 141 1.88 (1.03 - 3.44) 0.040 
G1 Mother's age at recruitment  1.04 (0.89 - 1.21) 0.651 
G1 Father's age at recruitment  0.94 (0.81 - 1.09) 0.412 
G1 Highest level of education at recruitment  0.78 (0.48 - 1.27) 0.320 
G2 Experienced parents' divorce/separation by 17-18 years  0.31 (0.09 - 1.09) 0.068 
G2 Highest level of education at 27-28 years   1.68 (0.91 - 3.09) 0.097 
  n OR 95% CI p 
G2 Romantic attachment anxiety (23-28yrs) 141 1.48 (0.89 - 2.46) 0.132 
G1 Mother's age at recruitment  1.04 (0.90 - 1.21) 0.580 
G1 Father's age at recruitment  0.93 (0.81 - 1.08) 0.363 
G1 Highest level of education at recruitment  0.74 (0.45 - 1.20) 0.221 
G2 Experienced parents' divorce/separation by 17-18 years  0.30 (0.08 - 1.11) 0.071 
G2 Highest level of education at 27-28 years   1.60 (0.87 - 2.92) 0.128 
  n OR 95% CI p 
G2 Romantic attachment anxiety*avoidance interaction  
(23-28yrs) 
141 1.72 (0.89 - 3.29) 0.104 
G1 Mother's age at recruitment  1.04 (0.89 - 1.21) 0.634 
G1 Father's age at recruitment  0.94 (0.81 - 1.09) 0.412 
G1 Highest level of education at recruitment  0.77 (0.47 - 1.25) 0.284 
G2 Experienced parents' divorce/separation by 17-18 years  0.31 (0.09 - 1.09) 0.067 
G2 Highest level of education at 27-28 years   1.61 (0.88 - 2.93) 0.124 
  n OR 95% CI p 
G2 Inter-parental conflict (pregnancy) 130 0.93 (0.36 - 2.40) 0.886 
G1 Mother's age at recruitment  1.06 (0.90 - 1.25) 0.499 
G1 Father's age at recruitment  0.91 (0.77 - 1.06) 0.217 
G1 Highest level of education at recruitment  0.81 (0.49 - 1.34) 0.408 
G2 Experienced parents' divorce/separation by 17-18 years  0.39 (0.11 - 1.43) 0.155 
G2 Highest level of education at 27-28 years   1.45 (0.76 - 2.78) 0.259 
  n OR 95% CI p 
G2 Couple quality (pregnancy) 130 0.14 (0.02 - 1.05) 0.055 
G1 Mother's age at recruitment  1.07 (0.91 - 1.26) 0.407 
G1 Father's age at recruitment  0.92 (0.79 - 1.07) 0.287 
G1 Highest level of education at recruitment  0.83 (0.50 - 1.39) 0.485 
G2 Experienced parents' divorce/separation by 17-18 years  0.33 (0.09 - 1.22) 0.096 
G2 Highest level of education at 27-28 years   1.46 (0.76 - 2.81) 0.259 
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Table 5.7. Specific indirect effect estimates for mediational analyses.  
  Estimate SE p 95% CI 
Avoidance (23-28yrs) on G3 attachment insecurity      
Inter-parental conflict 0.00 0.03 0.460 (-0.06 - 0.05) 
Couple quality 0.02 0.04 0.243 (-0.05 - 0.12) 
Anxiety (23-28yrs) on G3 attachment insecurity     
Inter-parental conflict -0.02 0.03 0.171 (-0.10 - 0.02) 
Couple quality 0.01 0.03 0.312 (-0.05 - 0.09) 
Interaction (23-28yrs) on G3 attachment insecurity     
Inter-parental conflict 0.02 0.05 0.271 (-0.06 - 0.16) 
Couple quality -0.02 0.07 0.320 (-0.19 - 0.11) 
 
5.6. Discussion 
In this study, we examined the pathway from mothers’ romantic attachment style in 
young adulthood (23-28 years) to her offspring’s attachment status at 12 months, and the 
potential role of couple relationship quality and conflict during pregnancy in transmission of 
risk. We observed increased risk for attachment insecurity in infant offspring in mothers with 
a history of romantic attachment avoidance in young adulthood, as well as some evidence of 
a risk reduction in offspring attachment insecurities in mothers reporting high quality couple 
relationships in pregnancy. No mediating pathways via couple quality or conflict were found. 
Findings suggest that interventions aimed at addressing attachment securities in young 
adulthood may have important implications for promoting a secure start to emotional life in 
the next generation. This may be further strengthened by interventions during pregnancy 
aimed at promoting quality parental relationships. 
5.6.1. From mothers’ romantic attachment style to offspring attachment 
insecurity. 
 Our results contribute to a mixed body of findings to date, suggesting close to a 
doubling of risk for offspring attachment insecurity in mothers who reported romantic 
attachment avoidance in young adulthood (OR = 1.88, p = 0.040). No direct associations with 
offspring attachment insecurity were found for attachment anxiety, nor was the interaction 
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between the two attachment dimensions significant. Despite theory suggesting that the 
interaction between the two attachment dimensions – reflective of the fearful style – as most 
at risk of the transmission of insecure attachment status to offspring, our findings suggest that 
individuals with an avoidant romantic attachment style are those who are most likely to have 
insecurely attached infants. This finding may point to a unique and enduring nature of 
attachment avoidance, and its impact for the parenting state of mind. In adult attachment 
terms, avoidant defences typically function to play down, dismiss or even derogate the 
emotions engendered through attachment-related intimacy, in order to detract from 
vulnerability and preserve a manageable psychological distance between the subject and their 
attachment figure (Brennan et al., 1998; Karantzas et al., 2010). In this light, attachment 
avoidance is likely to limit a parents’ capacity to recognize attachment-related vulnerabilities 
and needs in their own infant in the first instance, and in turn constrain sensitive responses 
that serve to foster attachment security. 
Given the weight of meta-analytic evidence for transmission of attachment insecurity 
through disorganizing care usually stemming from parents’ unresolved attachment trauma 
(van IJzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 2016), our lack of finding for a direct path for the 
“fearful” attachment G2 group may reflect either the inadequacy of our measurement of this 
construct in young adulthood (defined in this analysis by statistical interaction between 
continuous measures of attachment anxiety and avoidance), or suggest its independence from 
parents’ caregiving. Self-report measurement of adult attachment is likely to reflect that 
which is in the individual’s conscious awareness regarding what has been observed, encoded, 
and can be retrieved from memory to be reported. Given the complexity of largely 
unconscious defences that come to define the disorganized attachment of adults (George & 
Solomon, 2008), inadequacy of self-reports and our assumption that the “fearful” group could 
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be adequately represented as the interaction of avoidance and ambivalence in young adult 
romantic attachment may underpin this null finding.   
Our findings may also be influenced by the mixed use of self-report measurement of 
adult romantic attachment style and observational assessment of infant attachment. Previous 
studies examining this association and using the infant SSP have also found no links (Emery 
et al., 2008; Volling et al., 1998). The findings suggest that self-reported attachment may tap 
into inherently different dimensions of attachment experiences relative to observational 
measurement. Self-reported attachment assesses individuals’ conscious perceptions of their 
intimate relationships. Observational measurements, on the other hand, have the capacity to 
access more visceral attachment-related behaviours that individuals might not be aware of.  
Our time lag of nine years from the first assessment of romantic attachment style in 
young adulthood, and five years from the second assessment, may also be relevant for 
understanding lack of intergenerational association with romantic attachment anxiety. In 
developmental terms, the effects of romantic attachment anxiety in the young adult years may 
be less enduring relative to attachment avoidance, and more open to the consolidating 
influence of a committed close relationship and focused social support through the perinatal 
period. These are potentially important factors unfortunately beyond the scope of this study.  
5.6.2. Absence of mediation via the couple relationship during pregnancy. 
The null findings for couple relationship quality and conflict as mediators in the 
intergenerational transmission of attachment most likely reflect the relative absence of direct 
association between the couple relationship during pregnancy and infant attachment 
insecurity in our study. This suggests that the association between mothers’ romantic 
attachment in young adulthood and offspring attachment in infancy may not be due to couple 
quality or inter-parental conflict, as previously hypothesized. Other facets within the couple 
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relationship (e.g., support provided and received from a partner, conflict resolution) remain to 
be explored. Alternatively, the absence of this mediational path may reflect measurement 
issues (e.g., time lag between measurement of romantic attachment style and of the couple 
relationship), and limited sample size.  
The lack of association between inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment 
insecurity was unexpected given current meta-analytic evidence of the opposite effect (Tan et 
al., 2018). Studies included in the meta-analysis had a primary focus on the couple 
relationship in the post-birth period. However, in the current study, the couple relationship 
was assessed in the antenatal period. Development of offspring attachment may be more 
susceptible to negative inter-parental relationship functioning in the post-birth period 
compared to those in the antenatal period. This may be due to increased stressors experienced 
by parents relating to the novel tasks of parenthood following birth. Furthermore, as the 
infant develops from a socio-emotional and cognitive perspective, it likely picks up on 
behaviours and affective tones of the interactions around them, including that between 
parents. As a result, the inter-parental relationship functioning post-birth may have a more 
pervasive effect on the formation of the child’s attachments.  
We also note that after 35 years of operation, selective attrition (~1% per annum) has 
resulted in the ATP-G3 sample being slightly biased towards higher-functioning participants. 
There was reduced variability in levels of inter-parental conflict and couple quality reported, 
such that our sample did not report as much frequency as those in a representative population. 
Research has also demonstrated that it is not just the frequency of conflict that matters, but 
also the way in which conflict is negotiated and resolved (Cummings & Merrilees, 2010; 
Davies & Cummings, 1994). Due to historical choice of measures in the ATP, we were 
unable to assess this.  
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Our finding of a weak inverse effect of couple quality during pregnancy for offspring 
attachment insecurity is of interest. When mothers reported higher quality in their couple 
relationship during pregnancy, their infants were less likely to be classified as insecurely 
attached. Mothers’ high quality relationship with their partner during pregnancy may form 
the basis of a strong co-parenting alliance, crucial for children’s socio-emotional 
development (Marsanić & Kusmić, 2013). Tan et al. (under review) found that regardless of 
the frequency of inter-parental conflict, parents who reported a high quality couple 
relationship were significantly less likely to have offspring who reported romantic attachment 
avoidance in their own young adulthood years. The findings from the current study suggest 
that this may also be characteristic of the earlier developmental period of infancy.   
Other mediating pathways warrant consideration in future research, principally the 
caregiving system. Avoidant attachment working models identified during young adulthood 
are associated with unease with emotional dependence, later associated with reduced 
caregiver sensitivity, responsiveness, and supportiveness (Jones, Cassidy, & Shaver, 2015). 
5.6.3. Strengths and limitations. 
A central strength of this study was its use of a sizeable prospective intergenerational 
multi-informant design, tracking the romantic attachment style of participants across two 
timepoints in young adulthood. Our nested sample reported here was composed of 203 
mother-child dyads, including objective attachment observation via the SSP.  
There are, however, an important set of limitations to consider when interpreting 
findings. First among these relates to our focus on mothers. This was due to the small number 
of fathers who provided data for this cohort of the ATP (n = 31). Intergenerational 
associations from romantic attachment style to offspring attachment may be different for 
fathers, as suggested elsewhere (e.g., Roelofs et al., 2008), and remain to be explored. 
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Second, despite theoretical interest in the mediational pathway of caregiver sensitivity, this 
was measured concurrently with infant attachment in the ATP-G3 Study and thus restricted 
our ability to consider the caregiving environment in our modelling. Future research would 
benefit from considering the potential role of caregiving behaviours within this framework. 
The historical choice of measures may have limited our operationalization of the romantic 
attachment and couple relationship constructs. We attempted to adhere to contemporary 
research perspectives in the conceptualization and measurement of these constructs, and 
through factor analyses, were able to empirically derive variables that proved to be suitably 
robust.  
From a data analysis perspective, it is also possible that power limitations for 
mediational analyses may have limited our ability to detection associations. That said, the 
ATP-G3 study is one of the largest observational studies of infant attachment worldwide, and 
unparalleled in prospective data of the nature reported in this study. To maximize power, the 
different classifications of insecure infant attachment (i.e., Anxious-Avoidant, Anxious-
Ambivalent, and Disorganized) were grouped into a single category of insecurity. This 
restricted our ability to examine the influence of romantic attachment avoidance and anxiety 
on each of the insecure attachment classifications in infancy (e.g., romantic attachment 
avoidance on offspring avoidant attachment, romantic attachment anxiety on offspring 
ambivalent attachment). Further research in infant attachment disorganization in particular 
would also be beneficial.  
5.6.4. Conclusions and future directions. 
Findings from this study suggest that women’s experiences of intimacy in young 
adulthood may have a bearing on attachment outcomes in the next generation: specifically, 
that offspring attachment security may be particularly vulnerable to avoidant attachment 
working models from their mother’s intimate experiences in young adulthood. Population 
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level tracking of women’s relational intimacy in young adulthood and interventions targeted 
to improving this could help to promote the socio-emotional wellbeing of future generations. 
Furthermore, a high quality parental relationship in pregnancy may have protective effects for 
offspring attachment, likely through impacts on the caregiving system and co-parenting 
alliance. In addition to designing interventions to promote romantic attachment securities in 
young adulthood, there may also be value in designing complementary interventions to 
strengthening the quality of the couple relationship on becoming a parent.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
General Discussion 
This thesis explored the influence of parents’ intimate relationship experiences in the 
formation of offspring attachment security, during the core developmental phases of infancy 
and young adulthood. Intergenerational pathways were explored at three levels: the couple 
relationship and offspring attachment outcomes in infancy, the couple relationship and 
offspring romantic attachment development in young adulthood, and the link between young 
adult romantic attachment styles and offspring attachment security in infancy via the potential 
mediating path of the couple relationship. The meta-analysis presented in Chapter Two (Tan, 
McIntosh, Kothe, Opie, & Olsson, 2018), found an inverse association of inter-parental 
conflict with offspring attachment security. With this meta-analytic work as a foundation, two 
original empirical studies were conducted, utilising data from a unique intergenerational 
cohort study spanning 35 years. The first study (Chapter Four) found that risk of avoidant 
romantic attachment in young adult offspring quadrupled in the face of childhood exposure to 
an inter-parental relationship characterised by affective disengagement (i.e., low couple 
quality and rare conflict) relative to exposure to affectively engaged parents. This is the first 
study to identify affective disengagement in the couple relationship as a strong risk for later 
offspring development. The second study (Chapter 5) found risk for attachment insecurity 
almost doubled for infant offspring with mothers who reported romantic attachment 
avoidance in young adulthood. 
Findings from all three studies are first summarised, followed by a discussion of their 
theoretical implications. Methodological strengths and limitations are described, and finally 
recommendations for future directions in research, public health policy, and intervention are 
presented. Specifically, it is argued that these new insights into intra-familial transmission of 
risk may inform public health policy development and clinical interventions, underscoring the 
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need to foster the development of relational security across the life course for the benefit of 
this and the next generation. 
6.1. Summary of Findings 
As the first systematic review of its kind in this area, the original contribution of 
Chapter Two was to thoroughly canvas all empirical studies on characteristics of the couple 
relationship with an outcome in offspring attachment status, accounting for previously 
untested heterogeneity of exposure and outcome measurement. This study was published in 
the journal Attachment and Human Development (Tan, McIntosh, Kothe, Opie, & Olsson, 
2018).  
Through a review of 24 identified studies, two meta-analytic examinations were 
conducted based on the constructs of dyadic adjustment and inter-parental conflict. The first 
showed that the positive quality of a couple relationship, namely parents’ perception of 
‘dyadic adjustment’ in the relationship was not associated with offspring attachment security 
(5 studies, k = 12, r = 0.14, CI = [−0.03 to 0.32]). The second meta-analysis demonstrated an 
inverse association between inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment security (8 
studies, k = 17, r = −0.28, CI = [−0.39 to −0.18]). The differential findings supported the 
empirical and theoretical importance of attending separately to these two couple relationship 
constructs, as reflected in the methodology of the two subsequent empirical studies within 
this thesis.  
Despite increasing focus in contemporary research on the importance of the couple 
relationship for offspring attachment development (Byng-Hall, 1991, 1995; Cowan & 
Cowan, 2009; Marvin & Stewart, 1990; Verhage et al., 2016), few empirical papers were 
identified for this review. Factors limiting these findings include the narrow sampling band of 
reported results due to location, sample sizes, and sample characteristics. Measurement 
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targets and methods varied considerably across the studies reviewed (e.g., from self-report 
questionnaires to observational coding systems). Such content and procedural variability 
limited our examination. A key meta-analytic finding however was made, namely differential 
effects for each aspect of the couple relationship on offspring attachment security, with 
couple quality demonstrating a benign, neutral influence and couple conflict exacting 
significant negative influence on offspring attachment security. Current literature in this area 
also had a primary focus on the couple relationship post-birth, limiting generalisability of 
findings to other stages of development (e.g., antenatal, pre-conception). This reflects a 
dearth of prospective longitudinal studies examining the accumulation of intimate 
relationship experiences over the life course. The empirical studies presented in Chapters 
Four and Five of this thesis aimed to address these limitations by utilising unique prospective 
longitudinal data from the Australian Temperament Project (ATP).  
Findings from the study presented in Chapter 4 supported prior research (e.g., 
Ehrensaft, Knous-Westfall, & Cohen, 2011; Futterman, 2006; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Jones 
et al., 2017), confirming characteristics of parents’ couple relationships during childhood and 
adolescence play an important role in the development of offspring romantic attachments in 
young adulthood. Beyond this, this study found differential effects of destructive (i.e., inter-
parental conflict) and constructive (i.e., couple quality) aspects of the couple relationship, and 
their combined influence on offspring romantic attachment avoidance and ambivalence in 
young adulthood.  
This study utilised first a psychologically-oriented framework for analyses using 
linear regression models, followed by an epidemiologically-oriented framework using logistic 
regression models. The former allowed retention of statistical power by using continuous 
variables, while the latter facilitated the identification of discrete risk exposure groups that 
would be beneficial for informing more targeted preventive intervention.  
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In the continuous analyses, offspring exposed through childhood to inter-parental 
relationships marked by low couple quality or low conflict were more likely to report higher 
romantic attachment avoidance at 27-28 years. The epidemiological approach then enabled 
finer examination of the interaction of these forms of couple relatedness. A clear risk 
relationship between parents’ affective disengagement and offspring romantic attachment 
security was identified. Relative to offspring whose parents were “Affectively Engaged”, 
offspring whose parents reported “Affectively Disengaged” relationships had significantly 
greater odds of reporting romantic attachment avoidance in young adulthood, with 3.1, 2.6, 
and 4.2-fold increases respectively for childhood, adolescence, and the combined period. A 
relative risk relationship was also identified for offspring whose parents reported “Negatively 
Engaged” relationships, with 1.8, 1.8 and 1.9-fold increases for childhood, adolescence, and 
the combined period. The latter finding is consistent with well-established evidence on the 
impact of inter-parental conflict on offspring attachment and socio-emotional development 
across childhood and early adulthood (e.g., Tan et al., 2018; Vu, Jouriles, McDonald, & 
Rosenfield, 2016).  
Taken together with the previous finding, this study provided a novel contribution to 
the literature: some exposure to conflict in the context of an otherwise high-quality parental 
relationship may facilitate the development of secure romantic attachments for offspring. 
Confidence in assured love and support within the parental relationship is likely to temper the 
meaning and impact of normative relational conflict and enhance motivation for its 
resolution. Negative affect engendered by conflict within the context of a high-quality 
relationship may be more contained and less likely to detrimentally influence the caregiving 
system and offspring development.  
The findings from this study further confirm the need to consider and measure 
differentially constructive and destructive aspects of the couple relationship, as recommended 
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in Chapter Two. The choice to employ two statistical approaches provided consistent and 
complementary information regarding intergenerational effects of the couple relationship on 
offspring romantic attachment in young adulthood. Uniquely, the categorical approach 
informed us of something that the continuous approach could not. Specifically, simultaneous 
exposure to both reduced couple quality and rare inter-parental conflict (i.e., affective 
disengagement) was associated with greater risk for offspring romantic attachment avoidance 
than exposure to either variable in isolation. This suggests in turn that increasing affective 
engagement in couples through the healthy expression of discord and tolerance of 
disagreement in the service of a close relationship may have more influence on subsequent 
romantic attachment security in offspring, than interventions targeting only one factor. 
Having established the association between parents’ intimate relationship experiences 
and romantic attachment styles in young adult offspring, Chapter Five examined prospective 
links from mothers’ romantic attachment styles in the pre-conception window, specifically 
young adulthood, to offspring attachment outcomes in infancy. Given the close association 
between romantic attachment styles and couple relationship characteristics (for a review, see 
Feeney, 2016), along with evidence of associations between the couple relationship and 
offspring attachment security (Tan et al., 2018), this study also examined the potential 
mediating role of quality and conflict in the couple relationship.   
Using a nested clinical observational sample from the ATP Generation 3 (ATP-G3) 
Study, the study found close to a doubling of the odds of offspring attachment insecurity at 
12 months in mothers with a history of romantic attachment avoidance in young adulthood 
(OR = 1.88, p = 0.040). No associations with romantic attachment anxiety/ambivalence were 
found. These results significantly inform the mixed body of findings to date, indicating a 
significant direct risk pathway from mothers’ romantic attachment avoidance to offspring 
attachment insecurity. Avoidant strategies typically function to minimise emotions caused by 
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attachment-related interactions and maintain a manageable psychological distance between 
the individual and their attachment figure (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Karantzas, 
Feeney, & Wilkinson, 2010). This finding suggests that avoidant states of mind may underlie 
relational systems, including both the romantic attachment system and caregiving system. 
From a caregiving perspective, this avoidant pattern is likely to limit parents’ capacity to first 
recognise attachment-related needs in their own infant, and in turn respond sensitively and 
appropriately in order to foster attachment security.  
Of interest, the avoidant pathway to offspring attachment insecurity was not mediated 
by mothers’ recent couple relationship experiences suggesting that avoidant attachment 
working models developed during young adulthood may be sufficiently enduring to 
withstand further influence from the couple relationship. Other mediating factors, particularly 
the caregiving system, may need consideration. Avoidant working models in young 
adulthood may colour the developing caregiving system through unease with intimate 
relationships and dependence. This is consistent with findings from a systematic review by 
Jones et al. (2015) where attachment avoidance was associated with reduced caregiver 
sensitivity, responsiveness, and supportiveness, whereas the link for attachment anxiety was 
less consistent. Parents with avoidant attachment styles value independence and self-reliance 
(Brennan et al., 1998; Karantzas et al., 2010), and therefore may have greater difficulty 
managing the complete dependence of their infant upon them in the first year. 
The absence of pathways from mothers’ romantic attachment anxiety or the 
interaction between the two attachment dimensions, may reflect either the inadequacy of our 
measurement of these constructs or their independence from parents’ caregiving and 
development of attachment in the next generation. The mixed use of self-report measurement 
of adult romantic attachment styles and observational assessment of infant attachment may 
also have hindered our examination of these pathways. Previous studies examining this 
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association and using the infant SSP have also found no links (Emery, Paquette, & Bigras, 
2008; Volling, Notaro, & Larsen, 1998). Another possible explanation is the large time lag 
between assessments of romantic attachment style and offspring attachment insecurity, 
suggesting effects of romantic attachment anxiety or fearfulness may be less enduring relative 
to attachment avoidance, and more open to other influences.  
No mediational pathway via the antenatal couple relationship was found. This was 
unexpected and likely due to the relative absence of direct association between the couple 
relationship during pregnancy and offspring attachment insecurity in infancy. The lack of 
association between inter-parental conflict and offspring attachment insecurity was 
inconsistent with our meta-analytic findings in Chapter Two (Tan et al., 2018). This may 
have been due to the focus on the post-birth period in the majority of studies examined in 
Chapter Two. On the other hand, assessment of the couple relationship in Chapter Five was 
in the antenatal period. In contrast to findings on inter-parental conflict, there was a weak 
inverse effect of couple quality during pregnancy and offspring attachment insecurity. Taken 
together with the findings in Chapter Four, the potential beneficial and protective effects of 
couple quality for offspring development were reinforced.  
6.2. Theoretical Implications 
In his appreciation piece for John Bowlby and his significance for family therapy, 
Byng-Hall (1991, p.14) wrote “attachment behaviour is only one aspect of family life, albeit 
an important aspect”. Bowlby’s (1969) initial decision to concentrate on the dyadic child-
parent relationship in his development of attachment theory reflected the sheer complexity of 
the dyad itself and the need for its comprehensive articulation prior to exploration of its 
intersection with the family system. Research in attachment development to date has 
predominantly focused on the dyadic relationship, and rightly so. Over the last two decades, 
calls from prominent attachment researchers have increased for the field to take the next steps 
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into the study of the couple relationship, before finally examining attachment behaviours 
within the whole family system (Byng-Hall, 1991, 1995; Cowan & Cowan, 2009; Marvin & 
Stewart, 1990; Verhage et al., 2016). This follows growing research on the impact of the 
couple relationship on the child-parent relationship as well as children’s socio-emotional 
development (e.g., Cowan & Cowan, 2010; Cox, Paley, & Harter, 2001; Cummings & 
Merrilees, 2010; Gerard, Krishnakumar, & Buehler, 2006; Grych, Fincham, Jouriles, & 
McDonald, 2000; Kelly & Emery, 2003; Vu et al., 2016). This thesis has uniquely extended 
these lines of inquiry, confirming the influences of parents’ intimate relationship for the 
attachment pathways of offspring.  
6.2.1. Variability within the couple relationship. 
As evidenced in the systematic review presented in Chapter Two (Tan et al., 2018), 
studies assessing couple relationship constructs have varied widely in conceptualisation and 
measurement methods. Differential findings for various experiences in the couple 
relationship on offspring attachment outcomes were reported in all three studies of this thesis, 
and collectively give impetus to future research for separate examination of critical emotional 
qualities within the couple relationship as well as to study their interaction.  
The literature already distinguishes destructive conflict (e.g., physical aggression, 
verbal and nonverbal hostility) and constructive conflict (e.g., problem solving, calm 
regulated discussion, compromise) tactics (for a review, see Cummings & Merrilees, 2010). 
Similarly, different forms of hatred (i.e., reactive and entrenched) in the high-conflict divorce 
population have been proposed (Smyth & Moloney, 2017). The findings from this thesis add 
to this, reinforcing the different independent trajectories that positive feelings and interactions 
between partners (e.g., couple quality, dyadic adjustment) and negative feelings and 
exchanges (e.g., inter-parental conflict) have for offspring attachment outcomes, and that they 
may offset each other in ways that fundamentally alter the impact of either exposure alone. 
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As with Bowlby’s comments to Byng-Hall (1991) about the complexities of the child-parent 
dyad, the couple relationship also proves to be multifaceted. The direct and interactive effects 
of key aspects of the couple relationship on child developmental outcomes are important 
intricacies within these relational pathways.  
6.2.2. The influence of inter-parental conflict on offspring attachment security. 
This thesis has provided new support for the negative effects of inter-parental conflict 
on offspring development (Erel & Burman, 1995; Kelly & Emery, 2003; Levendosky, 
Lannert, & Yalch, 2012; McIntosh et al., 2018). Various pathways for this association have 
been hypothesised, particularly the impact of conflict on parents’ caregiving state of mind 
(Engfer, 1988; Katz & Gottman, 1995). Parents preoccupied with ongoing conflict, in the 
absence of a supportive relationship context, may have diminished emotional capacity and 
possible difficulties with focus and concentration, impeding efficiency in fulfilment of 
parenting responsibilities, blunting awareness and reducing responsiveness to their children’s 
attachment-related needs (Buehler & Gerard, 2002; Engfer, 1988; Katz & Gottman, 1995; 
Slade, 2005). The presence of inter-parental conflict also suggests a collapse in the secure 
base relationship between intimate partners, where a parent may not have their own 
attachment-related needs met, much less meeting the needs of their infant. In such situations, 
infants’ attachment-related behaviours toward their parent might therefore be overlooked, 
necessitating deployment of secondary attachment strategies and insecure patterns in an 
attempt to obtain and sustain their caregiver’s attention (in the instance of ambivalent 
attachment patterns) or to down-regulate their own distress (in the instance of avoidant 
attachment patterns) (George & Solomon, 2008).  
Surprisingly, the negative associations of inter-parental conflict with offspring 
romantic attachment avoidance in young adulthood were buffered in the context of a high-
quality parental relationship. This in itself is an important finding. It suggests that we need to 
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abandon any simplistic notion that inter-parental conflict is maladaptive for children and re-
orient the narrative to include benefit of exposure to normative constructive conflict in the 
formation of attachment security. Normative levels of conflict in an otherwise high-quality 
parental relationship appear beneficial, if not essential, for offspring to safely encounter 
conflict, and learn adaptive ways of managing and resolving negativity in relationships.  
The timing of conflict exposure also appears to be of import. Negative links between 
inter-parental conflict assessed post-birth and offspring attachment security were reported in 
the majority of studies in Chapter Two. Similar associations were found in Chapter Four 
between inter-parental conflict in childhood and adolescence, and romantic attachment 
avoidance in young adulthood. On the other hand, conflict experienced during pregnancy had 
no association with offspring infant attachment outcomes, as reported in Chapter Five. These 
findings collectively suggest development of offspring attachment may be more susceptible 
to negative inter-parental relationship functioning in the post-birth period than in the 
antenatal period. This may be due to increased stressors experienced by parents relating to the 
tasks and responsibilities of parenthood following birth. Furthermore, as socio-emotional and 
cognitive development progresses, the infant likely picks up on behaviours and affective 
tones of the interactions around them, including those between their parents. As a result, 
inter-parental relationship functioning after birth may pose a greater risk for offspring 
attachment than indirect exposure through parents’ prior experiences of inter-parental 
conflict.  
6.2.3. The importance of couple quality for offspring development. 
Much of the current literature around the influence of the couple relationship on 
offspring development has focused on the negative, destructive effects of inter-parental 
conflict and intimate partner violence (Madigan, Plamondon, & Jenkins, 2016; McIntosh et 
al., 2018; Tan et al., 2018). The consistent finding across Chapters Four and Five warrant 
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emphasis. The impact of positive aspects of the couple relationship is striking, suggesting 
first that couple quality on its own has direct effects on attachment outcomes in the next 
generation, and second, that it may serve as a sufficient buffer against other risks in the 
familial context.  
Being comfortable with emotional intimacy and having confidence in one’s 
attachment figure to respond to attachment-related needs constitute the core characteristics of 
a secure attachment working model (Bowlby, 1969). Here, terminology from the Circle of 
Security intervention program for parents and children (Powell, Cooper, Hoffman, & Marvin, 
2014) provides a helpful explanatory lens. When feeling distressed or hurt, one needs to be 
able to use their attachment figure as a safe haven to return to for comfort, protection, delight 
and to organise one’s feelings (i.e., the bottom half of the Circle of Security). In a romantic 
context, this can manifest as trust in a partner’s responsiveness and ability to comfort and 
reassure. Once intense emotions are resolved, one then needs their attachment figure to act as 
a secure base in support of restoration for exploration, within which the need is for the 
attachment figure to watch over them, delight in them, help them, and enjoy with them (i.e., 
the top half of the Circle of Security). In an intimate partnership, this is seen in 
encouragement and active support from a partner to do things that are important to the 
individual. When a parent can use their intimate partner to move comfortably and smoothly 
around the Circle of Security, they are more likely to have their attachment-related needs met, 
and in turn act as a secure base for their own children’s attachment needs (Jones et al., 2015).  
Exposure to high-quality inter-parental relationships during the formative years may 
facilitate secure relational templates in the early years, allowing for intimacy and confident 
sharing of the ‘self’ with others. In Erikson’s (1951, 1968) terms, such foundations support 
the development of intimacy above isolation for the young adult. The ability to draw from 
secure relational models of their parents’ intimate partnerships may enable young adults to 
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feel more at ease with their own partnerships and in turn, foster secure attachments with 
significant others. Without such exposure, young adults may have difficulty resolving this 
stage of psychosocial development, in turn becoming more isolated and cultivating avoidant 
tendencies.  
Negative affect caused by inter-parental conflict may be more quickly and effectively 
contained within a high-quality couple relationship, in turn reducing effects on other family 
systems such as parents’ caregiving behaviours, and as a result less likely to impact the 
formation of attachment in offspring (Engfer, 1988; Floyd, Gilliom, & Costigan, 1998).  
Beyond attachment outcomes, further work on the magnitude and context of protective 
offsets of the couple relationship for broader developmental outcomes seems warranted.  
6.2.4. Intergenerational links from adult romantic attachment to infant 
attachment. 
Throughout the original empirical work of this thesis, the avoidant pathway is heavily 
implicated. To reiterate, in Chapter Four, exposure to parents’ affective disengagement 
during childhood and adolescence was associated with four times increased odds of offspring 
romantic attachment avoidance in young adulthood, compared to the affectively engaged 
exposure group. Given well-established links between couple relationship constructs and 
individuals’ romantic attachment styles (Feeney, 2016), this finding is not surprising. 
Although lack of data on Generation 1 parents’ romantic attachment styles in the ATP 
precluded exploration of this pathway in Chapter 4, the finding suggests intergenerational 
transmission of romantic attachment avoidance.   
To this end, Chapter Five was able to take up another piece of the inter-generational 
connection, finding long reaching impacts from mothers’ avoidant attachment working 
models in young adulthood on offspring attachment insecurity in infancy. By the transition to 
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parenthood, mothers’ avoidant patterns may have permeated their perception of self as a 
parent and the development of dismissing behaviours in the caregiving system. Dismissal of 
their infants’ attachment-related needs in turn fosters insecure attachment patterns in their 
infants (George & Solomon, 2008). This may manifest as contact resistance in dyads 
classified Ambivalent/Resistant, where infants are compelled to turn up their attachment-
related signals to attain and sustain the attention of their caregiver. Alternatively, infants may 
have to downplay their attachment-related needs and behaviours in order to elicit care, 
resulting in avoidant attachment patterns. Dismissal of infants’ attachment-related needs can 
also result in lack of regulation of emotional states, potentially resulting in disorganised or 
disoriented behaviours. Together, the findings from Chapters Four and Five emphasise the 
detrimental lasting impacts that avoidant pathways can have on the formation of offspring 
attachment, both in infancy and adulthood.  
Unlike avoidance, no intergenerational transmission pathways were found for 
attachment anxiety/ambivalence in Chapters Four or Five. This may reflect inadequate 
measurement of the construct. Alternatively, attachment anxiety implies an inconsistent, 
conflicting pattern of attachment strategies comprising of approaches and resistance to an 
attachment figure (Bowlby, 1969). Given the shifting nature of these behaviours, it is 
therefore challenging to capture an accurate picture of attachment anxiety from measurement 
at a single timepoint, as was the nature of the ATP data. Further research utilising multi-wave 
measurement within a brief period may be more effective at capturing the transmission 
pathways from and to attachment anxiety/ambivalence.  
6.2.5. Absence of mediation via the couple relationship. 
In the past few decades of attachment research, emphasis has been placed on parents’ 
caregiving sensitivity as a mediator through which adult attachment models are transmitted to 
the next generation (Sette, Coppola, & Cassibba, 2015; van IJzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 
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2016). Through meta-analytic work by van IJzendoorn (1995) and Verhage et al. (2016), 
caregiving sensitivity only partially accounts for this intergenerational transmission of 
attachment, with other vehicles of transmission recommended for consideration. One such 
vehicle is the couple context, which formed the special focus of this thesis.  
Evidence is well established on linear relations from romantic attachment styles to 
characteristics of the couple relationship (e.g., Feeney, 2016; Holland, Fraley, & Roisman, 
2012; Wilson, Gardner, Brosi, Topham, & Busby, 2013). In turn, links have also been 
reported between the couple relationship and offspring attachment (Tan et al., 2018). It was 
therefore surprising in Chapter Five, that no mediation was found via the couple relationship 
during pregnancy (i.e., couple quality or inter-parental conflict) from parents’ romantic 
attachment styles to offspring attachment insecurity in infancy. This suggests that parents’ 
romantic attachment models may be sufficiently buffered against experiences in the couple 
relationship during pregnancy, protecting the formation of attachment security in the next 
generation.  
As previously mentioned, caregiving sensitivity has been thoroughly examined as a 
mediator between parents’ adult attachment models in relation to their own caregiver and 
their infants’ attachment (van IJzendoorn, 1995; Verhage et al., 2016). Less explored is 
caregiving sensitivity as a mediator from parents’ adult attachment models in the romantic 
context and offspring attachment. Previous research has established that romantic attachment 
styles predict variation in adults’ responses to the needs of their intimate partners and their 
caregiving toward them (e.g., Collins & Feeney, 2000; Simpson, Rholes, & Nelligan, 1992; 
Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996). A systematic review by Jones et al. (2015) further 
extended this to caregiving of offspring. Secure romantic attachment was related to parents’ 
sensitive caregiving, and was also associated with a broad cluster of social and emotional 
advantages, including secure attachments of offspring to their caregivers (Fraley, Roisman, 
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Booth-LaForce, Owen, & Holland, 2013; Roisman, Collins, Sroufe, & Egeland, 2005; Zayas, 
Mischel, Shoda, & Aber, 2011). Romantic attachment avoidance was inversely associated 
with parental sensitivity, responsiveness, and supportiveness, while associations with 
ambivalence were less consistent (Jones et al., 2015). Insecure romantic attachment styles in 
general were related to increased risk for child maltreatment, parent-child conflict and 
hostility. The potential mediating role of parents’ caregiving sensitivity in the transmission 
pathway from parents’ romantic attachment styles to their infants’ attachment status warrants 
further examination in future research. Other vehicles of transmission need to be considered, 
including social support, and other critical factors that were beyond the scope of this study 
(e.g., major life transitions, trauma, nature of transition from young adulthood to parenthood).  
6.3. Methodological Strengths and Limitations 
A key methodological strength of this thesis is the use of a prospective three-
generational study cohort, the Australian Temperament Project (ATP). The ATP is the 
longest running study in Australia and provides invaluable data on socio-emotional 
development amongst a range of other domains. Data was collected through a variety of 
methods, including parent (and grandparent) self-reported data as well as observational data. 
To assess infant attachment, the gold-standard measurement of the Strange Situation 
Procedure was used, and the ATP-G3 study is currently one of the largest studies of infant 
attachment internationally. With respect to the parent relationship, the empirical work of this 
thesis centred on disaggregation of positive and negative aspects within the couple 
relationship, as recommended in Chapter Two, and conducted direct and interactive analyses.  
To maximise response rates within a large population cohort study, in some instances 
questionnaires were shortened to reduce participant burden and drop out. A consequence of 
this is that psychometric properties of scales can be compromised. In these cases, to ensure 
construct validity, statistical methods (e.g., factor analysis) were used where possible to work 
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around these measurement issues. Data from the ATP is also restricted by its cohort 
originating from only one state of Australia, preventing further generalisation to other areas 
of the country. Furthermore, although the ATP strived to assess as many socio-emotional 
constructs as possible, it inevitably missed out on some. An example is the measurement of 
inter-parental conflict, where only destructive conflict was assessed, limiting our ability to 
examine potential effects of constructive conflict on offspring development.  
Despite the size of the ATP-G3 attachment study, the categorical nature of attachment 
data rendered the studies low in power for examining sub-classifications of infant attachment 
(i.e., Secure, Avoidant, Ambivalent, and Disorganised). In order to maximise power, the three 
insecure infant attachment classifications were grouped into a single category of insecurity. 
Additionally, only data from G2 mothers were analysed in Chapter Five due to limited 
numbers of G2 father participants in the Life@1 assessment.  
6.4. Recommendations and Future Directions 
6.4.1. Future research. 
Through this PhD program of research, more questions have been asked than 
answered, confirming the imperative for ongoing research in this area. It is hoped that the 
combined work of this thesis will inspire future research into the complex domain of parents’ 
couple relationship characteristics and offspring attachment outcomes across the life course. 
Specifically, future research using prospective longitudinal cohort studies with suitable 
measurement of constructs may further refine the interaction of different aspects of the co-
parent relationship in influencing the relational climate within which children’s attachment 
working models form and are consolidated. Intricacies within the measurement interparental 
conflict need to be addressed, taking into account both constructive and destructive forms of 
conflict.  
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Larger samples in infant attachment research will allow for better understanding of 
how each of the four attachment groups (i.e., Secure, Avoidant, Ambivalent/Resistant, and 
Disorganised) are affected by parents’ intimate relationship experiences, relative to the two-
way Secure/Insecure level of analysis. Avoidant pathways in young adult women for 
offspring attachment outcomes were reported in this thesis, however such transmission 
pathways are yet to be explored in young adult men. Interactions between partners’ romantic 
attachment styles may also be worth further examination. The absence of mediation via the 
couple relationship from mothers’ avoidant romantic attachment styles to offspring 
attachment insecurity may have been specific to the high-functioning sample of the ATP. 
This warrants replication by future studies in a variety of other samples to better our 
understanding of specific circumstances under which intergenerational transmission from 
parents’ attachment models to their offspring is vulnerable to threats from the couple 
relationship.  
6.4.2. Policy and intervention. 
This thesis has shown that, in a general population sample, avoidant pathways that 
remain uncorrected by the young adulthood period increased the risk of attachment insecurity 
in the next generation by approximately twofold. These findings support a life-course 
approach to prevention of inter-parental relationship dynamics that may derail secure 
developmental pathways in their offspring. The imperative seems to be for pre-conception 
intervention, specifically young adulthood and earlier. Effective education in the secondary 
school years around the function and impact of attachment relationships with intimate 
partners may help alleviate this element of risk, with a focus on the skills of establishing 
relationships in which a full affective range is safely possible. Examples of existing 
interventions are first discussed, followed by implications of the findings of this thesis for 
educational policies and systems.  
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Given the increase in reports of intimate partner violence in Australia, there has 
understandably been a recent focus on prevention (State of Victoria, 2016). A whole-of-
school program, the Respectful Relationships resource kit (State of Victoria, 2017), has been 
developed and is currently a core component of the Victorian Curriculum from preschool to 
Year 12. This curriculum supports school leaders, educators and school communities in the 
promotion and modelling of respect and equality, by teaching children how to build healthy 
relationships, resilience, and confidence in their relational world. Implementation of the 
curriculum involves eight components, including developing emotional literacy for 
understanding, expressing and managing emotions, and problem-solving skills for personal, 
social and ethical dilemmas. In addition to learning ways of building and maintaining 
respectful relationships, the findings of this thesis suggest that socio-emotional curriculum 
would well focus on building secure attachment relationships and learning to balance 
emotional regulation in the context of intimate partnerships. Specifically, the current findings 
point to the importance of the capacity to notice, feel and respond effectively to interpersonal 
conflict and the skills to repair relational ruptures. This would place emphasis on the 
achievement of healthy self-regulation of affective states by the end of secondary school.  
Another promising program is Solving the Jigsaw (Centre for Non-Violence, 1997), 
targeted at early intervention and prevention in primary schools. The aim of the program is to 
elicit change from a culture of violence to a culture of well-being, by promoting constructive 
thought and action for children on issues of adaptive and maladaptive social behaviours, 
increasing self-awareness and knowledge, resilience, and reducing the effects of trauma on 
those who have lived with family violence. In addition, the program aims to expand into the 
wider school curriculum and extend support to parents in increasing their awareness of the 
effects of family violence on children, strengthening the parent-child relationship, and 
developing positive relationships between the home and school. With the help of a classroom 
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teacher, a trained facilitator conducts sessions for whole classes or those considered at risk, 
over a 20 or 40-week program. An evaluation of the group’s clinical process by Milne and 
McIntosh (2005) found the educational group program to have invaluable therapeutic 
potential when the group process was well-managed by facilitators to maximise and 
safeguard emotional outcomes for children. The findings from this thesis encourage building 
on this foundation into the secondary school years, addressing new relational challenges that 
come with adolescence. The three-pronged reach of the program to the children, school 
curriculum and parents, would also be particularly valuable to ensure the key parties in the 
child or adolescent’s life are involved in effecting change.  
From research on child-inclusive work in the divorce population (e.g., Ballard, 
Holtzworth-Munroe, D’Onofrio, Bates, & Applegate, 2013; McIntosh, Wells, Smyth, & 
Long, 2008; Rudd, Ogle, Holtzworth-Munroe, Applegate, & D’Onofrio, 2015), we know that 
having tailored conversations with parents around the impact of the inter-parental relationship 
on their child is advantageous to their child’s developmental outcomes. Findings from this 
thesis may further enhance the quality and effectiveness of such interventions. Targeted 
interventions aimed at fostering comfort with intimacy and effective management of inter-
parental conflict, as well as education around the developmental benefits of normative, well-
managed conflict, may prove advantageous. More specifically, therapeutic efforts with the 
adolescent and young adult population, to review and support movement from avoidant 
attachment working models to more secure patterns may help prevent intergenerational 
transmission of relational avoidance and its attendant risks.  
In this light, adaptation of the Circle of Security framework (Powell et al., 2014) may 
prove useful. Initially developed as an eight-week early intervention program to support and 
strengthen secure parent-child relationships, the Circle of Security Parenting (COS-P) 
program allows trained facilitators to work with parents to help them understand their child’s 
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emotional world by identifying their emotional needs, support their child in successfully 
managing their emotions, enhance the growth of their child’s self-esteem, and honour the 
innate desire by their child for a secure attachment to them. Children move around the Circle 
of Security throughout their daily interactions with their parent. When children are distressed 
(i.e., on the bottom half of the Circle), they need their parent to act as a safe haven to return 
to, and for their parent to protect and comfort them, delight in them, and organise their 
feelings. When emotionally restored (i.e., on the top half of the Circle), children need their 
parents to act as a secure base to support their exploration, and for their parent to watch over 
them, delight in them, help them, and enjoy with them. Children who are able to use their 
parents effectively on both sides of the Circle are said to be securely attached. When 
movement around either or both sides of the Circle is hindered, the child is said to be 
insecurely attached. Through video review and group discussions, the COS-P program helps 
parents to recognise which side of the Circle their child is on, and better respond to their 
child’s attachment needs in order to foster a secure relationship.  
Recently, the COS framework was brought into the classroom (COS-C; Cooper, 
Hoffman, & Powell, 2017), and adapted for preschool educators with the aim of increasing 
children’s school readiness via the fostering of secure attachment relationships between 
children and their teachers. Through this, children’s confidence and self-esteem around 
learning and attempting new challenges are improved. The COS-C highlights teachers’ roles 
as facilitators of children’s emotional wellbeing, particularly the need for teachers to be a safe 
haven for children to turn to when feeling challenged or distressed, and a secure base to 
launch from for further exploration and development. Through secure attachment 
relationships with their teachers, children are able to maximise their learning within the 
nurturing, supportive environment provided.  
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From the perspective of this thesis, it would be particularly beneficial for the COS 
framework to be adapted upward through adolescence into young adulthood, to further aid 
individuals in fostering and sustaining secure attachment relationships as the individuation 
from family-of-origin is completed. Similar to key concepts of COS-P and COS-C, 
adolescents need to learn to use their attachment figure (i.e., intimate partner) as a safe haven 
to return to when distressed and a secure base to launch from when restored. Learning the 
core characteristics of a secure attachment relationship equips adolescents with a new 
language for the identification of secure base relationships, better placing them to both act as 
a secure base, and to make appropriate decisions about potential attachment figures in the 
romantic context. As part of this framework, adolescents would learn the importance of co-
experiencing a wide affective range within their relationships, from joy and delight to anger 
and distress, with the appropriate skills to effectively manage and resolve intense negative 
emotions. Optimally, parents and educators would also be involved. This would allow 
improvement in their understanding of their own intimate partnerships and the potential 
impact on the next generation, as well as aid young people in their care to navigate these new 
relational spaces. A whole-of-school or better, a whole-of-community approach, would be 
most beneficial to ensure all parties are working toward the same cause and moving from a 
culture of avoidance to one of security.   
Finally, public health policy may be enhanced by general population screening for 
risk of avoidant attachments in intimate partnerships, and of inter-parental conflict in the 
absence of couple relationship quality. Work in monitoring emotional growth at each age and 
stage of development from infancy through to parenting has been the primary aim of the ATP 
for the last three decades. Recent partnerships with the Victorian Department of Education 
and Training, The Social Research Centre (Australian National University) and the Human 
Early Learning Partnerships (University of British Colombia, Canada) have been established 
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to pilot a 24-month study, the Comprehensive Monitoring Project, to track early child 
development at three important time points – toddlerhood, school entry, and middle 
childhood – in five Victorian communities (The Australian Temperament Project, 2018). The 
findings from this thesis further emphasise that comprehensive monitoring of intimate 
relationships in adolescence and young adulthood would add significantly to a program 
designed to ensure healthy emotional growth for the current generation as well as the next.  
6.5. Conclusion  
Bowlby (1979) wrote that the source of attachment security lies in the unchallenged 
maintenance of an affectional bond through experiences of intense emotions. Despite the 
origins of the word ‘security’ in the Latin phrase “sine cura” (i.e., without care), it is evident 
from this PhD program of research that attachment security does not simply stem from a 
‘perfect’ childhood without difficulties. On the contrary, secure attachment relationships 
reflect an interactional history with an attachment figure in which the full spectrum of 
emotions has been experienced, held, and resolved within a secure base (McIntosh & Olsson, 
2018). Families in which offspring are exposed to a wide affective range and the regulation of 
intense emotions such as anger and anxiety are likely conducive to the establishment of 
secure attachment working models. Conversely, the absence of rupture and effective repair of 
relational bonds in the inter-parental relationship can impede the development of attachment 
security in the next generation.  
This thesis set out to expand on Bowlby’s (1969) original notion that dyadic child-
parent attachments develop within the critical context of the family system, placing special 
focus on the role of parents’ intimate relationship experiences. Through this body of research, 
the integral role that the inter-parental relationship plays in the future prevention of 
attachment insecurity in offspring has been affirmed. When considering the transmission of 
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insecure attachment pathways, action and intervention needs to occur one generation ahead, if 
not two.  
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APPENDIX D 
Supplementary Material for Chapter Two 
Appendix D.1: List of Key Articles Used in Systematic Search 
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Appendix D.2: Table Synthesizing Findings from Remaining Studies Not Included in Meta-Analysis 
Relationship Variable Study Primary findings Synthesis 
Dyadic adjustment 
(Excluded from meta-analysis 
due to lack of direct analysis 
with offspring attachment) 
Braungart-Rieker et 
al. (1999) 
When family earner status (i.e. dual or single earner) 
and parent sensitivity were controlled for, dyadic 
adjustment did not predict infant-parent attachment. 
The pattern of findings from these studies 
appears congruent with the meta-analysis, 
in that the association between dyadic 
adjustment and offspring attachment 
security is weak. Interaction effects of 
dyadic adjustment with family variables 
appear possible but cannot yet be examined 
at the meta-analytic level. Further research 
is required to disaggregate the complex 
relationships between dyadic adjustment, 
other family functioning variables, and the 
development of attachment security.  
Dickstein et al. 
(2009) 
A good fit was reported for a Structural Equation 
Model demonstrating couple functioning (inclusive of 
dyadic adjustment and other couple-related variables) 
predicting family functioning, which in turn predicted 
child-mother attachment.  
Moss et al. (2004) Mothers of Insecure-Other toddlers reported poorest 
dyadic adjustment of all other attachment groups 
assessed. No associations were found for other 
attachment classification groups. 
Shaw & Vondra 
(1993) 
The number of stressors, including poor dyadic 
adjustment, had no association with offspring 
attachment classification. 
Speltz et al. (1997) Family context, which dyadic adjustment was a part of, 
predicted offspring attachment.  
Marital interactions (observed) 
Positive (e.g. cooperation, 
being sensitive) and negative 
(e.g. irritation, negative affect) 
interactions 
Frosch, 
Mangelsdorf, & 
McHale (2000) 
Fathers rated to be more positively engaged with their 
partners at 36 months were more likely to have 
children with secure attachment.  
Marital interactions in the ante- and post-
natal period have weak associations with 
offspring attachment security.  
Potential gender differences may exist, 
warranting separate examination of specific 
child-parent dyads.  
Further validation and standardization of 
observational systems for marital 
interactions is required.  
Goldberg & 
Easterbrooks (1984) 
Current marital interaction was associated with 
daughter-father attachment, but not for other child-
parent dyads.  
Wong, Mangelsdorf, 
Brown, Neff, & 
Schoppe-Sullivan 
(2009) 
Overall marital quality (both positive and negative 
interactions) in the third trimester was positively 
associated with child-mother attachment security, but 
not child-father attachment.  
Marital interactions (self-
report) 
Assessed using the Braiker & 
Kelley (1979) Index which 
assesses positive (love and 
Belsky (1996) Positive and negative interactions in the pre- and post-
natal periods were not associated with infant-father 
attachment.  
There are no associations between self-
report couple relationship quality and 
attachment security in infant-father dyads. 
With infant-mother dyads, findings suggest 
a process-oriented model, where couple 
Isabella & Belsky 
(1985) 
Positive and negative interactions in the pre-natal 
period were not associated with infant-mother 
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Relationship Variable Study Primary findings Synthesis 
maintenance) and negative 
(conflict-negativity and 
ambivalence) aspects of the 
couple relationship 
attachment. However, mothers of insecure infants 
reported a greater decline in positive and greater 
increase in negative aspects, relative to mothers of 
secure infants.  
relationship trajectories are more 
determining than an assessment at a single 
point in time.  
Volling & Belsky 
(1992) 
Positive and negative interactions in the pre- and post-
natal periods were not associated with infant-father 
attachment.  
Partner support (self-report) Durrett, Otaki, & 
Richards (1984) 
Mothers of secure and insecure-ambivalent infants 
perceived significantly greater support from their 
partners than mothers of insecure-avoidant infants.  
Given the mixed findings from two studies, 
a conclusion cannot be drawn.  
Finger, Hans, 
Bernstein, & Cox 
(2009) 
In a high-risk sample, poor partner support was related 
to disorganized and insecure attachment classifications 
only when parents were not co-residing.  
Marital satisfaction (self-
report) 
Cassé, Oosterman, & 
Schuengel (2016) 
No differences in mother’s dissatisfaction with their 
partners were found between child attachment 
classifications at 12 months in the total sample.  
There are no strong associations between 
marital satisfaction and child-mother 
attachment security. However, there is 
some evidence for the link with child-father 
attachment security.  
Lundy (2002) No correlation was found for child-mother attachment 
security, although high levels of marital satisfaction at 
6 months postpartum predicted child-father attachment 
security at 13 months. 
Inter-parental communication 
(report by other parent) 
Howes & Markman 
(1989) 
Mother’s positive communication to father (rated by father) post-marriage was correlated with higher 
levels of parent-reported attachment security. This association was not significant for child-father 
dyads, and attachment security was not related to inter-parental communication pre-marriage. 
Emotional intimacy (self-
report) 
Lucas-Thompson & 
Clarke-Stewart 
(2007) 
Couple emotional intimacy at 1 month postpartum positively correlated with and predicted 
attachment security at 2 years. 
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APPENDIX E 
Supplementary Materials for Chapter Four 
Appendix E.1: Attrition statistics for the Australian Temperament Project 
    G1 Wave 1 G1 Wave 12 G2 Wave 15 
    % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI 
SES (Quartiles)       
 Highest 26.6 (24.9-28.4) 34.0 (31.4-36.6) 35.3 (32.4-38.3) 
 Medium-high 29.1 (27.4-31.0) 30.0 (27.6-32.6) 30.0 (27.3-33.0) 
 Medium-low 24.4 (22.7-26.1) 23.2 (21.0-25.6) 21.9 (19.5-24. 6) 
 Lowest 19.7 (18.2-21.4) 12.8 (11.1-14.8) 12.8 (10.9-15.0) 
Mother's country of birth       
 Australia 79.6 (78.0-81.2) 84.3 (82.2-86.2) 84.3 (81.9-86.4) 
 United Kingdom 6.0 (5.1-7.0) 5.6 (4.4-7.0) 4.9 (3.7-6.4) 
 Other 14.0 (12.7-15.4) 9.9 (8.4-11.7) 10.6 (8.9-12.7) 
Father's country of birth       
 Australia 71.8 (70.0-73.6) 77.4 (75.1-79.7) 77.1 (74.4-79.6) 
 United Kingdom 7.1 (6.2-8.2) 6.9 (5.7-8.5) 6.3 (5.0-8.0) 
 Other 19.0 (17.5-20.6) 14.5 (12.6-16.5) 16.1 (14.0-18.5) 
  Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI 
Infant  
      
 Behavioral problems 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 
  Difficult temperament 2.5 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 
Note. CI = Confidence interval. SES = Socio-economic status. Infant behavioural problems assessed on the BITSEA. Easy-
difficult temperament assessed on the Revised Infant Temperament Questionnaire. 
 
  
  
  
  
  219 
 
 
Appendix E.2: Unadjusted linear regression models (imputed dataset) 
Supplementary table E.2.1. Unadjusted linear regression models for G2 romantic 
attachment avoidance across three time periods (imputed dataset). 
Childhood - G2 4-8 months to 11-12 years (n = 739) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.57 (1.01 - -0.13) -0.40 0.012 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.75 (-1.48 - -0.02) -0.39 0.043 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.15 (-0.02 - 0.32) 0.26 0.084 
            
Adolescence - G2 12-13 to 17-18 years (n = 716) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.48 (-0.86 - -0.10) -0.39 0.014 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.63 (-1.24 - -0.01) -0.34 0.045 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.09 (-0.06 - 0.23) 0.16 0.237 
            
Combined - G2 4-8 months to 17-18 years (n = 757) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.56 (-1.00 - -0.12) -0.41 0.013 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.72 (-1.46 - 0.01) -0.36 0.054 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.12 (-0.05 - 0.29) 0.21 0.163 
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Supplementary table E.2.2. Unadjusted linear regression models for G2 romantic 
attachment ambivalence across three time periods (imputed dataset). 
Childhood - G2 4-8 months to 11-12 years (n = 739) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.22 (-0.67 - 0.23) -0.15 0.342 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.20 (-0.94 - 0.55) -0.10 0.607 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.07 (-0.10 - 0.24) 0.12 0.422 
            
Adolescence - G2 12-13 to 17-18 years (n = 716) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.20 (-0.59 - 0.20) -0.16 0.327 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.19 (-0.82 - 0.44) -0.10 0.553 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.05 (-0.10 - 0.20) 0.10 0.493 
            
Combined - G2 4-8 months to 17-18 years (n = 757) 
  B 95% CI β p 
G1 Couple quality -0.35 (-0.80 - 0.10) -0.25 0.129 
G1 Inter-parental conflict -0.43 (-1.18 - 0.33) -0.21 0.269 
G1 Couple quality X Inter-parental 
conflict 
0.12 (-0.06 - 0.29) 0.19 0.198 
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Appendix E.3: ATP missing data (n = 757). 
 ATP 
Wave 
% 
Missing 
Sample characteristics/Covariates:   
G2 Sex 1 0.0% 
G2 Ethnicity 1 0.0% 
G1 Father's age at Wave 1 1 0.8% 
G1 Mother's age at Wave 1 1 0.1% 
G1 Father's education 1 5.4% 
G1 Mother's education 1 0.8% 
G1 Ever separated from partner (childhood) 1-9 0.8% 
G1 Ever separated from partner (combined) 10-13 0.8% 
G1 Report of parent-child relationship (17-18 
years) 12 
0.0% 
G2 Ever had romantic relationship* at 27-28 
years 15 
2.6% 
G2 In relationship at 27-28 years 15 0.0% 
Exposure variables:  
 
G1 Couple quality (childhood) 12 2.4% 
G1 Couple quality (adolescence) 12 5.4% 
G1 Couple quality (combined) 12 0.0% 
G1 Inter-parental conflict (childhood) 12 2.4% 
G1 Inter-parental conflict (adolescence) 12 5.2% 
G1 Inter-parental conflict (combined) 12 0.0% 
*Romantic relationship of more than 3 months 
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APPENDIX F 
Supplementary Materials for Chapter Five 
Appendix F.1: Attrition statistics for the Australian Temperament Project 
    G1 Recruitment G2 23-24 years G2 27-28 years G3 Pregnancy G3 1 Year 
    % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI 
SES (Quartiles)           
 Highest 26.6 (24.9-28.4) 34.7 (31.8-37.8) 35.3 (32.4-38.3) 33.9 (29.8-38.1) 32.6 (29.0-36.5) 
 Medium-high 29.1 (27.4-31.0) 32.2 (29.3-35.2) 30.1 (27.3-33.0) 31.9 (27.9-36.1) 30.8 (27.2-34.6) 
 Medium-low 24.4 (22.7-26.1) 21.7 (19.2-24.4) 21.9 (19.5-24.6) 22.5 (19.1-26.4) 23.0 (19.8-26.5) 
 Lowest 19.7 (18.2-21.4) 11.4 (9.6-13.6) 12.8 (10.9-15.0) 11.8 (9.2-14.9) 13.6 (11.1-16.6) 
Mother's country of birth           
 Australia 79.6 (78.0-81.2) 84.7 (82.3-86.9) 84.3 (81.9-86.4) 83.7 (80.2-86.7) 85.4 (82.3-88.0) 
 United Kingdom 6.0 (5.1-7.0) 5.7 (4.4-7.3) 4.9 (3.7-6.4) 5.0 (3.4-7.3) 5.3 (3.8-7.4) 
 Other 14.0 (12.7-15.4) 9.4 (7.7-11.4) 10.6 (8.9-12.7) 11.2 (8.7-14.2) 9.2 (7.1-11.7) 
Father's country of birth           
 Australia 71.8 (70.0-73.6) 78.0 (75.3-80.5) 77.1 (74.4-79.6) 75.7 (71.7-79.3) 77.0 (73.5-80.2) 
 United Kingdom 7.1 (6.2-8.2) 6.9 (5.5-8.7) 6.3 (5.0-8.0) 8.2 (6.1-10.9) 8.2 (6.2-10.6) 
 Other 19.0 (17.5-20.6) 14.3 (12.3-16.7) 16.1 (14.0-18.5) 15.9 (13.0-19.4) 14.6 (12.0-17.7) 
    Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI Mean 95% CI 
Infant           
 Behavioural problems 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 1.7 (1.7-1.7) 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 1.7 (1.6-1.8) 1.7 (1.7-1.8) 
  Difficult temperament 2.5 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 2.4 (2.4-2.5) 
Note. CI = Confidence interval. SES = Socio-economic status. Infant behavioural problems assessed on the BITSEA. Easy-difficult temperament assessed on the Revised Infant 
Temperament Questionnaire.  
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Appendix F.2: ATP missing data (n = 203). 
  
ATP 
Wave 
% 
Missing 
Sample characteristics:   
G1 Father's age at Wave 1 1 3.5% 
G1 Mother's age at Wave 1 1 3.0% 
G1 Parent's highest level of education 1 3.5% 
G2 Ethnicity 1 0.5% 
G2 Experience of parents' divorce/separation by 17-18 
years 12 
17.2% 
G2 In a romantic relationship 14 16.8% 
G2 In a romantic relationship 15 8.9% 
G2 Highest level of education 15 8.4% 
G3 Firstborn G3-1 0.0% 
G2 Marital status G3-1 11.8% 
G2 Mother's age at G3's birth G3-2 0.5% 
Exposure: G2 romantic attachment (23-24 years old)  
 
Avoidance 14 16.8% 
Anxiety 14 16.8% 
Exposure: G2 romantic attachment (27-28 years old)  
 
Avoidance 15 9.4% 
Anxiety 15 9.4% 
Mediator: G2 Couple relationship   
Inter-parental conflict G3-1 13.8% 
Couple quality G3-1 13.3% 
Note. For information about ATP waves, see lifecourse.melbournechildrens.com/cohorts/atp  
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Appendix F.3. Specific indirect effect estimates for mediational analyses adjusted for 
confounders. 
  Estimate SE p 95% CI 
Avoidance (23-28yrs) on G3 attachment 
insecurity      
Inter-parental conflict 0.00 0.04 0.423 (-0.11 - 0.69) 
Couple quality 0.04 0.07 0.234 (-0.08 - 0.20) 
Anxiety (23-28yrs) on G3 attachment 
insecurity     
Inter-parental conflict -0.03 0.05 0.187 (-0.17 - 0.04) 
Couple quality 0.03 0.06 0.272 (-0.07 - 0.15) 
Interaction (23-28yrs) on G3 attachment 
insecurity     
Inter-parental conflict 0.03 0.08 0.263 (-0.08 - 0.24) 
Couple quality -0.04 0.11 0.308 (-0.28 - 0.15) 
 
 
